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Introduction 


[N]early two hundred years after they were made, [Kant’s key insights] 
have still not been fully absorbed into the philosophical consciousness.' 
Peter Strawson 


I believe that Kant bequeathes us not one single conception which is both 
indispensable to philosophy and which philosophy either did not possess 
before him, or was not destined inevitably to acquire after him through 
the growth of men’s reflection upon the hypotheses by which science 
interprets nature. The true line of philosophic progress lies, in short, it 
seems to me, not so much through Kant as round him to the point where 
now we stand. 

William James 


This volume suggests an answer to the obvious, but difficult, question: 
What happened in twentieth-century philosophy? The present account will 
be limited to Western philosophy. Though other types of philosophy, for 
instance Indian or Chinese philosophy, are well worth discussing, I am 
not competent to do so. The account that follows also makes no claim to 
exhaustivity. It not intended to compete with histories of philosophy. 
Unlike historians of philosophy, I have no intention of describing every- 
thing, including every main thinker, text, or discussion, even in outline. 
My aim is rather to depict Western philosophy in general in this period 
on an introductory level. A reader should come away from this book with 
an initial sense of the main thinkers, the main problems, and the nature 
of the debate in the last century. Unlike more specialized accounts, there 
will be no effort to focus on a single movement, tendency, current, point 
of view, language, or culture.* Since my narrative is selective, it will not 
be guided by a concern to say everything that should be said on the topic, 
but rather by the desire to say only a few essential things, but to say them 
very clearly and simply, at a level within the reach of any educated reader, 
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in contrast to accounts intended for specialists in one or another philo- 
sophical domain. 

I will be depicting the debate in this period in terms of a series of main 
movements. This approach is suggested by the self-organization of philo- 
sophy itself. Even before Plato founded the Academy in ancient Athens, 
philosophers organized themselves into schools around those considered to 
be important thinkers. This practice continues today through the cre- 
ation of informal or on occasion more formal groups whose members see 
themselves as working within one or another philosophical paradigm. 

It is at least arguable that, as exemplified in Socrates’ practice long ago, 
philosophy worthy of the name depends on dialogue in which different 
approaches do battle around a series of problems. Descartes’s Medita- 
tions (1641, 1644) were discussed not only by such friendly respondents 
as Gassendi and Arnauld but also by such less friendly observers as Hobbes 
and many others. Leibniz, an indefatigable correspondent, was in touch 
with nearly everyone of importance in his time. When Kant’s Critique 
of Pure Reason appeared (1781, 1787), it elicited reactions across the 
board from thinkers of the most diverse persuasions. Yet at present, the 
structure of the discussion has narrowed to the point that for the most 
part pragmatists dialogue with pragmatists, Marxists with Marxists, and 
analytic thinkers with others of the same persuasion. 

In order to keep the discussion within manageable limits, I have chosen 
to focus on only four main movements: American pragmatism, Marxism, 
so-called “continental” philosophy, and Anglo-American analytic philo- 
sophy. Each of these movements emerged toward the beginning of the 
twentieth century, which, taken together, they proceeded to dominate. 
Since no philosophical account is wholly neutral, each reflects a point of 
view. Marxism seems worthy of inclusion here, even if it was never as 
popular in the US as in continental Europe, since it was for a long time 
one of the main philosophical movements in this period. 

A further reason for focusing on movements rather than individuals is 
that we are still too close to the twentieth century to know what is likely 
to appear important or even to survive as a legitimate concern over time. 
We simply don’t know now at the beginning of the twenty-first century 
whom our descendants will be reading (or even which problems they will 
be thinking about) a hundred years from now. One might consider the 
thought of this period in terms of a very small number of master thinkers 
who set the terms of debate during an entire period. Though any such 
enumeration is inevitably controversial, a short list of the most influential 
figures of the last century might include Husserl, Heidegger, Wittgenstein, 
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and perhaps Quine. Such a list pays more attention to the influence 
of a given thinker than the staying power or even the importance of a 
given body of thought. Yet even if we could agree on a list of the most 
important thinkers, other difficulties arise. Should the importance of a 
thinker be assessed in terms of that person’s own production, the number 
of people who react to it, or through some combination of both? Since 
philosophy is not like a presidential poll or a popularity contest, it is still 
too early to know if these or other thinkers will later be seen as among the 
most important in this period. Thus Peirce, who was mainly overlooked 
in his lifetime, and who was notoriously never able to secure a permanent 
teaching position, is now sometimes regarded as the only American philo- 
sophical genius. And Engels, the central figure in Marxist philosophy, is 
now regarded as at most a gifted amateur. 

There are obvious limitations to such an approach, some of which can 
be indicated immediately. One is that the tendencies in question are not 
fixed, written in stone as it were, and certainly not hermetic. A number of 
cross-over figures belong, or can reasonably be thought of as belonging, 
to more than a single tendency. A paradigm example at present is that 
most protean thinker, Richard Rorty, who was initially a rising star in the 
analytic firmament, hence a member of the analytic tendency, which he 
then ostensibly left for pragmatism, hence a member of the pragmatic 
tendency, at the same time as he “officially” turned against philosophy of 
all kinds, to become in effect a member of no tendency at all. 

It is also important to avoid the impression that any of the tendencies 
has a monolithic character. There is a good deal of variety, jousting for 
advantage, even open opposition, within all the currents featured here, 
which are mainly depicted in an ideal form that wholly reflects no single 
position. Thus as will emerge below, the views of Husserl and Heidegger 
are incompatible on many different levels. Peirce often complains about 
James’s reading of his views. Quine’s holism is squarely directed against 
the mainline analytic effort over many years to solve the problem of 
reference by understanding how words link up to things. Even Marxism, 
which exerted tight political control over philosophical issues, was prey 
to rampant disagreement, for instance in Lukacs’s critique of Engels, 
later retracted. 

At the time of this writing early in the new century, the fortunes of 
the four tendencies under discussion here vary considerably. Some of the 
movements which achieved dominance during the last century are, if not 
dead, at least apparently moribund. Others are flourishing or even gaining 
in importance. Marxism once appeared to hold open the political promise 
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of a better life. It has paid the expected price of the break-up of the Soviet 
Union and, with the important exception of China, as well as Cuba and 
North Korea, the apparently irreversible decline of “official” Marxism. 
The political decline of Marxism has led to a widespread philosophical 
conviction that it has nothing important to contribute to the debate. 

The situation is different for continental and analytic philosophy. “Con- 
tinental” philosophy is a term which can be used in wide as well as in 
narrow senses. It is employed widely to refer to all forms of modern 
philosophy written in continental Europe. This includes an enormous 
gamut of thinkers running, say, from Montaigne and Descartes to the 
present. They also include the series of thinkers composing German 
idealism, as well as Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, and various forms of German 
neo-Kantianism. Or the term is used more narrowly, as is presently the 
practice in English-language circles, to refer mainly, even exclusively, to 
Husserlian and post-Husserlian forms of phenomenology, including as 
well the often lively discussion about them in the extra-European space, 
including the US and Canada. “Continental” philosophy, which is now 
mainly used in the latter, more narrow sense, will, following this estab- 
lished practice, be used in this way in this book. 

There are still plenty of continental philosophers, that is, thinkers 
employed in departments of philosophy in universities and colleges in the 
United States and elsewhere who are committed to one or another version 
of philosophy as currently or formerly practiced on the continent. Yet it 
is fair to say that the original inspiration of continental philosophy under- 
stood in the more narrow, or Husserlian, sense of the term, as exhibiting 
some form of the distinctive Husserlian approach to phenomenology, 
no longer, or only barely still, exists. The impressively large movement 
which arose in reaction to Husserl’s distinctive form of phenomenology 
quickly and increasingly diverged from his teachings. Not only is Heidegger 
diametrically opposed to a long series of key Hussserlian ideas, but 
Heidegger’s disciples, including Gadamer and Derrida, long ago stopped 
using the term “phenomenology” in favor of “hermeneutics.” 

Analytic philosophy is also now changing or has already changed to 
a degree where it is questionable whether the same term should still be 
applied. To be sure, for political reasons relating to power within the 
academy there is still tight cohesion between those who cast their lot with 
others considered to be analytic thinkers. Yet it is an open question as to 
what remains of the original impulse. Anglo-American analytic philosophy 
as it arose in Britain was always a hybrid movement without anything 
approaching doctrinal unity. This is probably true to a variable extent of 
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all the movements surveyed here, but it is especially true for analytic 
philosophy in virtue of the fact that alone of the four movements under 
consideration it is mainly the product of not one but rather two import- 
ant thinkers. Russell and Moore, its founding fathers, had very different, 
often incompatible views. Moore’s background lay in classics while Russell 
came to philosophy from mathematics. Their main area of agreement 
arguably lay in a shared opposition to British idealism, which was dominant 
around the turn of the century in Britain, and, by extension, to idealism 
of all kinds. Beyond the opposition to idealism, there were a number of 
doctrines characteristic of analytic thought, not all of which were shared. 
A short list might include traditional British empiricism, the concern with 
reference or theory of meaning, the analysis of language, the empirical 
criterion of meaning, and so on. It is remarkable that in different ways 
and for different reasons, all of these doctrines, which were typical of early 
analytic philosophy as it emerged in Cambridge in the writings of Russell 
and Moore, later lost ground or were simply discarded. The commitment 
to empiricism, which characterized early analytic philosophy and linked it 
to classical British empiricism, came under sharp attack beginning with 
the later Wittgenstein. More recently, the analytic movement has begun 
to or perhaps has already split into a series of fragments. The four main 
analytic figures in the second half of the last century were Quine, Putnam, 
Davidson, and Rorty. Putnam has retired, Quine and Davidson have died, 
and only Rorty, who was always an eccentric presence, never a mainstream 
figure, is still active. At the time of this writing, no strong figure has 
emerged to hold together the diverse impulses in the analytic movement. 

The analytic movement has further been affected by key “defections” 
of central analytic thinkers to pragmatism. With the possible exception of 
Rorty, there are at present no major thinkers sailing under pragmatist colors. 
Yet in part because of the recent emergence of analytic neo-pragmatism, 
among the currents discussed here pragmatism seems at present the most 
lively, and the closest to its original impulse. In discussing pragmatism, it 
is necessary to distinguish between the original movement, which arose 
out of and in reaction to the position invented by Peirce, and later 
developments. Peirce was concerned to work out a post-foundationalist 
approach to knowledge, with special attention to science. If, for purposes 
of discussion, we arbitrarily limit the first wave of pragmatism to Peirce, 
James, and Dewey, we can report that this movement progressively aban- 
doned the original epistemological impulse by turning away from direct 
involvement with problems of knowledge. James, to be sure, was inter- 
ested in questions of truth, but that part of his position is perhaps not its 
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most successful aspect. Moreover, though Dewey’s later view has many 
epistemological consequences, he does not directly engage questions of 
knowledge in the way this is usually undertaken. 

Things are, however, a little more complicated in the pragmatist camp 
because of the regular arrival over many years of important analytic 
thinkers. It is an open question whether figures like Quine, Putnam, Rorty, 
and several others could not also be just as well called pragmatists and 
analysts, or perhaps analytic neo-pragmatists. Since the latter are consist- 
ently focused on epistemological themes, it is fair to say that the original 
post-foundationalist epistemological pragmatic impulse is now still widely 
considered to be a viable option. It is, then, ironic that as things presently 
stand this impulse is now only rarely being developed by the conceptual 
children of the original pragmatists, but more often by the disaffected 
epigones of the analytic movement. 

In a short volume such as the present one, the need to observe strict 
limits sharply circumscribes the nature, range, and depth of the possible 
account. The fact that I will be focusing on these tendencies and not others 
means I will unfortunately have nothing to say about analytic ethics, an 
area of important work in the twentieth century; I will also leave un- 
touched analytic philosophy of science. This important movement came 
into its own in the English-speaking world roughly since the Second 
World War through the emigration of important members of the original 
Vienna Circle movement, and those associated with it, including Rudolf 
Carnap, Hans Reichenbach, and others to the US, and Otto Neurath to 
England. 

The limitation of our focus to the four main movements in this period 
also means that three of its most exciting figures from the present per- 
spective, whose work falls outside these movements, cannot be discussed. 
One is Thomas Kuhn, a physicist turned historian and philosopher of 
science. His seminal study, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962), 
is arguably the single most influential philosophical text of the century, 
even more influential, say, than Heidegger’s Being and Time (1927) or 
Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (1921), and more popular 
than Sartre’s Being and Nothingness (1943). A second figure I will not be 
discussing is John Rawls, whose A Theory of Justice (1971) is widely 
considered to be the most distinguished work in political philosophy 
in the last century. A third figure whom I also cannot consider is the 
linguist Noam Chomsky, who has often interacted with philosophers. 
Chomsky’s revolutionary work in linguistics is often considered to have 
important philosophical implications. A fourth figure I will not be taking 
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up is the French thinker and novelist Simone de Beauvoir, whose The 
Second Sex (1949) had an enormous effect on the fight for equal rights 
for women throughout the world. 

The present account will be divided into seven chapters. The initial 
chapter, entitled “Toward Interpreting Twentieth-Century Philosophy,” 
addresses the relation between philosophy and the history of its tradition. 
There is a widespread conviction in modern philosophy that philosophy 
can and indeed must be separated from the history of philosophy, which, 
since it is replete with errors that cannot be corrected, is a record of 
failure, of no redeeming value. This chapter argues, on the contrary, that 
philosophy and its history are inseparable. It further argues that later 
theories are called into being in reaction to earlier ones. 

Even a cursory glance at the history of the tradition reveals that only 
a few main thinkers shape the entire philosophical debate, which unfolds as 
a series of readings of and reactions to them. The second chapter, “Kant 
and the Post-Kantian Debate,” argues that Kant is a peculiarly influential 
figure, who provides the problems, the vocabulary, and the main insights 
that continue to shape the later debate in both the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. Kant’s very important but also very rich position is 
influential in many areas, including ethics, aesthetics, natural science, philo- 
sophy of science, but above all as concerns the problem of knowledge. 
I will be arguing that Kant presents not one but rather two incompatible 
representationalist and constructivist approaches to knowledge. This chap- 
ter suggests that the later discussion of knowledge can be regarded as 
providing a series of variations on these two main Kantian themes. It 
finally argues, in setting the stage for the final chapter, that Kant’s influ- 
ence reverberates in the post-Kantian turn, in reaction against Kant’s 
resolutely anti-historical approach, to Hegel’s own historical approach to 
knowledge. 

Chapters 3-6 will each describe one of the four main movements that, 
after their emergence roughly one hundred years ago, formed the main 
strands of the philosophical debate in the twentieth century. Though in a 
short book I will need to be selective, I aim to provide enough to whet 
the appetite of non-specialists in a clear, accessible manner, while offering 
a thesis which will interest those with specialized concerns. To that end, 
I will provide a large number of quotations and numerous references to 
help those who are not very familiar with specific texts as well as to impart 
something of the flavor of different ways of writing, and even to create 
the possibility of independent judgment on the part of the reader. My 
intention is to provide a comprehensive, coherent but relatively simple 


8 Introduction 


description of the debate in this period as a whole, emphasizing the 
dialectical relation between the main elements in opposing tendencies each 
of which pursues the philosophical discussion from its own perspective. 
Since I will be concentrating on movements, hence on large alternative 
ways of proceeding, the focus will mainly be on problems, not people. 

For obvious reasons, it will not be possible to begin the discussion pre- 
cisely at 1900. Philosophy, which has no sharp limits, including temporal 
constraints, does not obey the dictates of the calendar. I will discuss the 
movements in the following order: Marxism, pragmatism, continental 
philosophy, and Anglo-American analytic philosophy. I concede that this 
order is arbitrary. Pragmatism and Marxism both began about the same 
time late in the nineteenth century. If Marxism begins in Engels, then 
it begins as early as the 1840s, for instance in his contribution to the 
German Ideology, which he co-authored with Marx in 1845.* But it did 
not really take off until Engels began to adopt the posture of a philosopher, 
especially in writings beginning in the 1880s after Marx’s death in 1883. 
It only really emerged in Engels’s philosophical reaction to and narration 
of views he attributed to Marx. Pragmatism sprang into existence very 
suddenly in a series of articles Peirce published in the 1870s. These two 
movements precede continental philosophy and Anglo-American analytic 
philosophy, both of which emerged around the turning of the twentieth 
century. These two movements commenced at almost the same time, 
phenomenology in 1900 through Husserl’s breakthrough to phenomeno- 
logy in Logical Investigations, and analytic philosophy nearly simultan- 
eously in early articles by Russell and Moore. Hence, from the temporal 
perspective, the movements to be discussed here will be appearing in 
roughly chronological order of their emergence. 

Alternative ways of ordering these four movements, which ignore the 
temporal dimension, and concentrate on such other factors as philosophical 
affinities, are also possible. Thus Marxism and analytic philosophy are 
united by their common rejection of idealism as well as by a shared invest- 
ment in science as the conceptual panacea to problems of knowledge and 
on occasion as a simple substitute for philosophy. Alternatively, Marxism 
and pragmatism overlap in their adherence to naturalism, roughly the 
idea that we should disallow anything as an explanatory factor that is not 
part of nature. Naturalism is contrasted with the naturalizing tendency of 
analytic philosophy, that is, the view that not only are the results of the 
natural sciences crucial for epistemology, but epistemology itself belongs 
to psychology. Continental philosophy and Marxism are continuous with 
the mainline European tradition, and so on. Indeed, once one abandons 
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the fragile reed of temporal succession as a way of ordering the different 
movements, a virtually endless series of other possibilities arises. 

Though I will be aiming to provide as much information as possible 
through a simple, accessible, reasonably standard presentation of each of 
these four movements, each of the chapters will inevitably reflect my own 
view of what happened in twentieth-century philosophy. Chapter 3, which 
concerns Marxism in the twentieth century, stresses the enormous philo- 
sophical differences between Marx and Marxism. It presents the latter as 
a conceptual movement following not from Marx, but from Engels, who 
routinely claims to speak, and is routinely accepted as speaking, in Marx’s 
name. The chapter will cover the relation of Marx and Engels, then 
Marxism as emerging as the result of Engels’s intervention in the debate. 
It goes on to consider a variety of forms of “Marxism,” including Hegelian 
Marxism, introduced by Lukacs and Korsch, and such Frankfurt School 
thinkers as Horkheimer, Adorno, and, more recently, the early Habermas. 

The image of pragmatism is currently obscure, for two reasons. One is 
a residual uncertainty about its main protagonists, which mainly afflicts 
analytic refugees in pragmatism’s ample bosom. Thus such important 
recent observers as Rorty and Putnam stress James and, especially in the 
former’s case, Dewey at the expense of Peirce. The other is Dewey’s turn 
away from the problem of knowledge. It seems useful to resist the tend- 
ency to deprecate epistemology in calling attention to pragmatism’s very 
useful contribution to that theme. The account of “Pragmatism as 
Epistemology” in chapter 4 locates the origin of this movement in Peirce’s 
criticism of Cartesian foundationalism, the main modern strategy for 
knowledge, leading to his own important effort to work out a post- 
foundationalist approach to knowledge. The chapter considers the decline 
and even fall of Peirce’s concern with theory of knowledge in James’s 
views of truth, Dewey’s stance as a public intellectual, ending with Rorty’s 
neo-analytic form of pragmatic skepticism. 

The fifth chapter, on “Continental Philosophy as Phenomenology,” will 
situate this current in the larger phenomenological tradition. It is often, but 
incorrectly, suggested that Husserl invented this approach. Instead it will 
be argued, through a review of some earlier forms of phenomenology, that 
he made an extraordinarily influential discovery of a new type of phenom- 
enology. Husserl will be depicted as concerned from beginning to end with 
what he clearly only later identified as the theme of philosophy as rigorous 
science. His emphasis on phenomenology as a solution to the problem of 
knowledge disappears in Heidegger’s turn to ontology, more precisely in 
the problem of the meaning of being. Sartre and Merleau-Ponty will be 
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discussed in terms of their dual allegiance to Husserl as well as to 
Heidegger. In carrying forward the hermeneutical impulse of Heidegger’s 
early position, Gadamer and Derrida, his most prominent disciples, effect- 
ively abandon phenomenology in any recognizable sense of the term. 

Analytic philosophy has always included very different tendencies, not 
least because of the very different approaches featured by Russell and 
Moore, the founders of analytic philosophy in Britain. The account of 
“Anglo-American Analytic Philosophy” in chapter 6 depicts it as emerging 
through Russell’s own reaction to Frege as well as through Russell’s and 
Moore’s shared rejection of idealism. The chapter includes discussion of 
analysis, analyticity, and analytic philosophy, accounts of Wittgenstein’s 
early and later theories, as well as of his influence on the Vienna Circle 
thinkers. The chapter ends in a very brief account of analytic philosophy 
in the US since the Second World War, mainly in reference to Quine, 
Putnam, Davidson, and Rorty. 

The seventh and final chapter takes up the theme of “Kant and 
Twentieth-Century Philosophy.” This chapter makes three connected 
points. To begin with, it stresses the unsuspected breadth and depth of 
Kant’s impact on the four main currents in twentieth-century philosophy. 
I will be insisting on the genuine range of possible reactions to Kant, 
always the case in respect to a great philosopher, in this case even more so 
because of the genuine obscurity of much of his work and the fact that, 
as I shall be arguing, he apparently defends identifiably different, obviously 
incompatible views of knowledge. Then the chapter addresses the ques- 
tion lurking in the background of the discussion throughout this book: 
What was accomplished in twentieth-century philosophy? Kant’s strong, 
continuous, and deep influence on all the main tendencies in twentieth- 
century philosophy suggests that its accomplishment can be evaluated 
against the problems, themes, and concerns of the critical philosophy. 
I will be arguing that the main accomplishments of twentieth-century 
philosophy do not lie in advance of Kant with respect to his concerns, but 
rather in changing the subject, as it were, in order to delineate and respond 
to a different set of issues and problems. I finally suggest, in a nod in the 
direction of the earlier reaction to Kant, that the most important innova- 
tion after Kant lies in the post-Kantian idealist turn toward history, which 
is most sharply focused in Hegel, but later quickly forgotten. Though 
clearly influenced by Kant, twentieth-century philosophy not only does 
not go further down the Kantian road but, as concerns the turn away 
from history, largely ignores important later nineteenth-century insights 
arguably central to working out the epistemological problem. 
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Toward Interpreting 
Twentieth-Century 
Philosophy 


The following selective account of philosophy in the twentieth century 
will be limited to Western philosophy only. The reason for this limitation 
is not because there is no other kind of philosophy, nor because it is the 
only kind of philosophy of real interest. The Indian and the Chinese 
philosophical traditions are more than twice as old and arguably just as 
interesting as philosophy in the West. Nor is it because, as Husserl thinks, 
that what is called philosophy outside the Western tradition is not worthy 
of the name. Husserl’s view implies a normative conception of the discipline 
in which other points of view are absent — a conception that one might 
not care to defend.’ Although non-Western philosophy could have been 
considered, there is more than enough to concern us merely in the Western 
tradition, the only one in which I am competent to provide anything 
approaching even a selective overall account. 

The philosophical debate is highly partisan, often exceedingly sectarian. 
Philosophy, which is never as wholly disinterested as its participants claim, 
has a political dimension. Its participants are often more concerned with 
determining which positions, ideas, or theories are worthy of our atten- 
tion than in ascertaining through argument which might possibly be true. 
Though limited to Western philosophy, I will be taking a very wide view 
about how to understand “philosophy” with the intention if not of 
wholly eliminating at least of diminishing a clear normative commitment 
to one or another tendency, movement, or current as the standard of what 
is correct or even plausible. Since there is no view from nowhere, all 
accounts of the discussion, including this one, are composed from a point 
of view. Though I do not pretend to have the only possible approach, I 
will be deliberately taking as inclusive an approach as possible within the 
space available to me here. 
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There is, I believe, no useful way to consider the philosophical texts of 
the twentieth century without interposing an interpretive framework of 
some kind. The alternative would be merely to reproduce the texts. As 
soon as one begins to identify and to describe them, interpretation enters 
into play. As in every other field, there are different, competing views of 
philosophy, which affect such factors as the understanding of the nature 
of the philosophical debate, the relation among different thinkers and 
positions, the way that philosophy relates to its prior history, and so on. 
Throughout the modern period and at present there is an important 
current of opinion holding that philosophy must be isolated from the 
history of philosophy. This view features an understanding of philosophy 
as systematic but ahistorical which excludes the history of philosophy 
from philosophy. Philosophy, according to this model, is not a historical 
enterprise, and the history of philosophy is neither relevant to it, nor a 
source of truth. In fact, so as not to be distracted by irrelevant matters, in 
the process of constructing theories one would be better off leaving earlier 
philosophical theories wholly out of account, in order to get on with the 
business of philosophy. As there is nothing worthwhile preserving in the 
prior tradition, there can be no pretense of simply taking over, selectively 
appropriating, or building in any way on what comes before. Since there 
is nothing to save, the proper approach consists in starting over from the 
very beginning in formulating everything anew. According to this view, 
we should treat philosophy, like science, as concerned with a series of 
problems to which it offers definitive answers, solutions which will not 
and cannot later be brought into question. This normative conception of 
the discipline, which is widespread in philosophy since Descartes, can be 
represented by Quine’s very Cartesian boutade that some are interested 
in the history of philosophy and others are interested in philosophy.” 

Aspects of this ahistorical approach to philosophy are pandemic in the 
modern discussion. They include Descartes’s view that people of equal 
capacity only disagree because they do not use the correct method, for 
instance through what later was understood, in the rise of scientism, as 
the scientific method; Kant’s idea that all earlier theories are uncritical, or 
dogmatic, hence fail to demonstrate their claims; the Young Hegelian 
conviction that philosophy itself has come to an end in Hegel; the Marxist 
belief that the problems of philosophy can only be solved by leaving 
philosophy behind in favor of Marxist science; Husserl’s contention that 
there is a single hidden theme in the tradition that is correctly identified, 
preserved, and developed in his form of phenomenology; and Heidegger’s 
claim that, since the early pre-Socratics, philosophy has diverged from 
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the true path, so its history must be “destroyed” in order that it be 
correctly recovered. 

The alternative view, which I shall be featuring here, holds that philo- 
sophy and the history of philosophy are inseparable. On this model, 
philosophy is like a giant Socratic dialogue in which earlier thinkers 
advance problems, solutions, and conceptual distinctions which are taken 
up by later thinkers. Philosophical concerns are debated over time but 
not necessarily resolved. The debate among philosophers is open-ended, 
hence interminable, and can be neither ended nor brought to comple- 
tion through a brilliant insight, or even a series of them, for any position 
worth examining inevitably leads to further discussion. If this is true, then 
philosophy is not ahistorical but intrinsically historical, in at least two ways. 
On the one hand, since philosophical views cannot be demonstrated, say, 
by being compared to the world, they are, rather, tested through argument 
among the participants in the discussion. Philosophical theories, which 
always depend on the ongoing discussion, are constantly in danger of later 
refutation. Later thinkers continue to grapple with the ideas, problems, 
distinctions, and solutions proposed by their predecessors. On the other 
hand, philosophers, like everyone else, are influenced by their time and 
place, hence by factors which often surpass but also impact on the philo- 
sophical debate. One may speculate that the massive changes in Western 
society which are arguably occurring even now as a result of 9/11, and 
whose contours no one can foresee or understand, will influence philo- 
sophy in years to come in ways we also cannot anticipate.* 

Aspects of this historical approach to philosophy, which go back to 
Plato’s early dialogues, are represented in the modern debate by many 
thinkers. Examples include Fichte’s view of the subject as finite human 
being, Hegel’s Socratic view of philosophy as an ongoing dialogue between 
present and past thinkers, Marx’s idea that cognitive claims are relative to 
the social context, Dewey’s conviction that philosophical problems arise 
out of the stresses and strains of existence, the later Wittgenstein’s view 
that constative claims which are true or false depend on conceptual 
frameworks which are neither true nor false, Fleck’s belief that what we 
call facts are socially constructed, and Kuhn’s claim that the practice of 
scientific inquiry is structured by periodical revolutionary shifts from one 
scientific paradigm to another. 

In constructing an account of the philosophical debate in the twentieth 
century, I will be taking a dialogical, historical view of philosophy. I will 
regard the main philosophical tendencies as belonging to a wider debate. 
Representatives of the different currents work mainly or even wholly 
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within the broadly defined conceptual frameworks of these movements. 
They compete among themselves to realize the main thrust of such frame- 
works, for instance by examining proposed ideas or solving problems of 
interest. Yet even thinkers wholly absorbed in defending a particular point 
of view are also engaged in dialogue between tendencies competing 
about which issues are significant and how they should be discussed. 

The philosophical debate and calendrical time never wholly coincide. 
In referring to twentieth-century philosophy, I will understand the term 
very loosely to include some thinkers, such as Frege, Engels, Husserl, 
Peirce, and Dewey, who were already active before that century began. 
I will further be including thinkers important for one or another tendency 
but whom representatives of other tendencies might find of minor im- 
portance or even unworthy of inclusion in a volume of this kind. 

Any account of Western philosophy in the twentieth century needs to 
ask which thinkers and/or tendencies need to be represented even in a 
general account and how to discuss them. The history of philosophy is 
replete with thinkers who were important in their own time but were 
later forgotten or who, though arguably important from different points of 
view, never succeeded in attracting sustained attention. Since there are so 
many thinkers who might be discussed, there will need to be some principle 
of selection, a way of picking out whom to include or to exclude from 
the story I will be telling. 

One might, for instance, consider a series of main figures as absolutely 
central to any roll call of the most significant thinkers in the period. 
I have decided against this kind of approach since there is no way to con- 
struct a list which would be satisfactory to all observers. Philosophy was 
already organized into schools even before Plato founded the Academy 
in ancient Greece around 385 Bc. This practice has increased in modern 
times. Roughly since Kant, philosophers have increasingly been organized 
within tendencies, currents, or movements following from the interven- 
tion of a very few selected thinkers. Another way of putting the same 
point is to say that a very few “strong,” or “master,” thinkers tend to act 
like a magnet in the discussion in attracting other, “weaker” thinkers who 
think in their wake in adopting their problems, ideas, distinctions, and 
concerns. Thus the young Fichte attracted the even younger Schelling 
and Hegel, who, at least early in their careers, depicted themselves as 
Fichteans before later diverging. This suggests the interest of approach- 
ing philosophy in the twentieth century less in terms of specific thinkers 
than through a few main movements, tendencies, points of view, or ways 
of doing philosophy. 
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An approach of this kind is specifically useful in two main ways. On the 
one hand, in considering major figures within the scope of a few wider 
tendencies it becomes reasonable to understand the ongoing debate at 
any given moment as following out the consequences of no more than a 
small handful of main philosophical options. Though there are, say, about 
as many approaches to knowledge as there are thinkers who write about it, 
when the dust settles, and with very few exceptions, most of the positions 
in play at any time are merely variations on a small number of themes, 
approaches, vocabularies, and distinctions already available. Though there 
is no reason why representatives of different tendencies could not debate 
with those of other tendencies, in practice this is relatively uncommon. 
At any given moment, there are very few thinkers who are genuinely 
informed about what is going on in all or even the main areas of philo- 
sophy, including the main contemporary currents in the debate. Members 
of a given current tend to interact with others associated with it while 
resisting efforts from outside to criticize or diminish its importance. 

Different movements are often so different that it is difficult to imagine 
that a real possibility for productive dialogue between them is possible. 
In the US at present, two and only two main political parties divide the 
political landscape in vying for philosophical hegemony. Though there are 
more than two main philosophical tendencies contending against each other 
at any given time, the philosophical situation is roughly the same. Just as 
membership in one political party often means being committed to a 
series of goals not shared with and antithetical to the other, so identifica- 
tion with one philosophical tendency brings with it the loss of other pos- 
sibilities, rendering it difficult to enter into anything resembling dialogue 
with those outside it. The supposed effort of someone like Carnap, an 
important positivist, to enter into dialogue with Heidegger, an important 
phenomenologist, is certainly unusual and perhaps incorrectly attributed .* 
Certainly Carnap’s sustained polemic against Heidegger as the author of 
meaningless statements casts extreme doubt upon any claim that he was 
sincere in his desire to enter into meaningful dialogue with the latter." 
For these reasons, it seems useful to concentrate on the main philosophical 
movements in describing the philosophical debate in the twentieth century. 

Thomism and neo-Kantianism are candidates for inclusion on the short 
list of the main philosophical currents in our time. Since late in the 
nineteenth century, Thomism has been the official position of the Catholic 
Church. There are important twentieth-century Thomists, such as Etienne 
Gilson, Jacques Maritain, and Bernard Lonergan. Yet taken as a whole 
this movement seems less philosophically important, and certainly further 
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removed from the ongoing debate, than other alternatives. German neo- 
Kantianism, another candidate for inclusion, provides a more difficult 
choice. Though some of the figures in this tendency, perhaps Hermann 
Cohen, certainly Ernst Cassirer, are worthy of separate treatment, I have 
decided not to include it. It is important in the period under study, but 
it is more significant in the context of the dissolution of the Hegel school 
after Hegel’s death in 1831 and the ensuing anti-Hegelian reaction lead- 
ing to the return to Kant in the second half of the nineteenth century, a 
period that falls outside the scope of this book. 

Of course, there is more than one way to consider philosophical tend- 
encies in a given period. Different principles of organization might be 
tried, such as selecting a group of authors in terms of a particular lan- 
guage, a particular national tradition, or again a specific philosophical 
approach, conception, or problem. Under the heading of A Hundred 
Years of Philosophy, John Passmore usefully profiles British philosophy.° Yet 
there seems no reason to reduce the profusion of philosophical positions 
in this period either to British philosophers — Passmore includes others, 
such as Wittgenstein — or merely to what has appeared in English, or even 
to regard philosophical production in that language as in some way better, 
more important, or more worthy of attention than in other languages, 
cultures, or intellectual traditions. Richard Bernstein brings very different 
philosophical groups together around the concept of action writ large 
enough to include the Marxist conception of practice (Praxis). Yet his 
effort now appears dated. Action theory, which loomed large when 
Bernstein’s book appeared, no longer functions as a central focus even 
within analytic philosophy, much less for philosophy in this entire period.” 
Herbert Spiegelberg tells the very rich story of what he calls “the pheno- 
menological movement.” Yet this term and his account are misleading 
since what he has in mind is not phenomenology in general, but rather 
the phenomenological tendency whose forerunners are Brentano and 
Stumpf and which is initiated by Husserl.* Jürgen Habermas discusses 
the so-called “unfinished” philosophical discourse of modernity emerging 
from Kant’s form of Enlightenment thinking.” Yet we will be concerned 
with more than the reaction to the Enlightenment project. 

The work to follow will be closer in spirit to Bernstein and to Michael 
Friedman, who take very different approaches than, say, to Passmore, 
Spiegelberg, or Habermas. Like Bernstein, I will be seeking to provide a 
broad overview of the philosophical discussion, in this case the discussion 
in the twentieth century. Like Friedman, I see the main thinkers as engaged 
in dialogue. Unlike him, however, I will be describing a dialogue which 
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does not follow directly from the effort of a very few important philoso- 
phers to engage other positions, but rather from the nature of philosophy, 
which consciously or unconsciously always takes the form of an ongoing 
debate over the centuries. 

In different ways, each of the movements I will be concerned with here 
— Marxism, pragmatism, continental philosophy, and Anglo-American 
analytic philosophy — has so far met the test of time. Each of them 
originated toward the turn of the twentieth century. Each of them has 
attracted a number of prominent thinkers throughout the period in ques- 
tion. And from its own distinctive angle of vision, each of them lays claim 
to be the single most important philosophical tendency, movement, or 
school in this period. 

Approaching the present discussion through these four different angles 
of vision helps in narrating a wider picture of twentieth-century Western 
philosophy. Yet this approach is not without its difficulties. One, which is 
obvious, is that any classification includes some, but also excludes other, 
possible candidates. In this case, since I will not be including German 
neo-Kantianism, there is no easy way to say anything about Cassirer, a 
singularly important, but underappreciated thinker. Someone else who falls 
outside the grouping proposed here is Whitehead, who, if he belongs to 
any single tendency, would be a member of the process philosophers — a 
group that might include James, who also belongs to the pragmatists, as 
well as Bergson, but which falls outside the scope of this book. 

Another difficulty, which arises in any type of classification, including this 
one, is exactly what is being claimed, for instance with respect to a given 
tendency. What does it mean to say a given thinker or position belongs to 
one tendency rather than another? Can one determine with any precision 
who belongs to which tendency? 

These questions, hence their answers, are related. Throughout the 
Western philosophical tradition, the various currents have routinely been 
identified with a few individual thinkers. In the case of a small handful of 
exceptional thinkers, later philosophy is engaged in an ongoing debate 
that stretches over a period of hundreds or even thousands of years. 
Whitehead famously claims that all of Western philosophy is a series of 
footnotes to Plato.' If that is true, then in a manner of speaking all 
Western philosophers should be regarded as Plato’s children. In fact, this 
claim needs to be tempered in a variety of ways. In order to know who is 
a Platonist, one would need to know what “Platonism” means. Platonism, 
like other philosophical tendencies, can only be defined normatively, that 
is, by enumerating different criteria which in the view of the observer 
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belong to what is meant by Platonism. At a minimum, Platonism, which 
needs to be distinguished from Plato’s own position, which is unknown 
and simply cannot now be determined, includes a series of six related 
doctrines: first, the ontological claim that the real or reality exists, that is, 
that there is a mind-independent world, or a way that the world is in 
itself, as distinguished from its appearance; second, the normative idea 
that to know is to know reality, or the real as it is; third, the constative 
claim that we can and, under the proper conditions, in fact do have such 
knowledge; fourth, the associated descriptive view that such knowledge 
is absolute, “irrelative,” 
particular knower, set of knowers, or again to a given time or place or to 


not in any way relative, hence not relative to a 


a point of view, perspective, conceptual framework, or context; fifth, the 
claim that knowledge is beyond skepticism, hence beyond doubt of any 
kind, in a word anhypothetical; and sixth, the idea that, beyond the results 
of discussion, which is the normal way of dealing with forms or ideas, the 
real can be directly known, for instance through some kind of cognitive 
intuition at least by some individuals some of the time. 

Someone whose position illustrates these doctrines could fairly be called 
a Platonist. How would one know? The answer has to be that there simply 
is no option available beyond subjective judgment in deciding whether, 
if at all, and if so, to what degree, a particular position deserves to be 
included within a given tendency. Fortunately, in practice, the problem 
of who is, say, a Platonist, is not difficult to determine, since Platonists 
tend to respond to and discuss the views of other Platonists, and so 
on. Though one cannot determine with precision who is a Platonist, 
Platonists, like members of other tendencies, are self-selecting, hence 
self-identifying. 

A perhaps more difficult question arises concerning cross-over phe- 
nomena, thinkers who are neither fish nor fowl, or rather both fish and 
fowl, hence neither one nor the other, in a word unclassifiable according to 
normal criteria. Plato, who is and is not a Platonist, is perhaps one example. 
Since his position cannot be determined with any degree of accuracy, 
we cannot say that he is Platonist. Yet since Platonism is inspired by his 
writings, it is not easy to say he is not a Platonist, or opposed to Platonism. 
Whitehead, who is a genuine cross-over figure in several senses, provides 
another example. It is well known that he collaborated over roughly a 
dozen years with his student, Bertrand Russell, in composing Principia 
Mathematica. Russell, one of the founders of analytic philosophy in Britain, 
is routinely identified as an analytic philosopher. Does the fact that 
Whitehead collaborated on a project with an analytic thinker suffice to 
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classify him as one as well? Perhaps in a sense. But in another sense he 
was close to Bergson and James, both of whom were opposed to analytic 
philosophy. The moral seems to be that the four main tendencies I will 
be discussing below, and other philosophical tendencies as well, are merely 
ideal types, exemplified in varying degrees in different positions, none of 
which is ever wholly one or the other. Cross-over is common between 
different positions which in different ways exemplify characteristics of 
alternative conceptual frameworks, to which they are committed to vary- 
ing extents, as they “bleed” into each other. 

I will be discussing the various positions within the framework of the 
four main tendencies in the philosophical debate of the twentieth century, 
and I will be discussing the twentieth-century philosophical debate in 
respect to Kant. Kant is not only a great philosopher, one of the very 
small handful of truly great thinkers in the Western tradition; he is also 
a singularly influential figure, whose position continues to impact on the 
later debate, often in decisive ways. Like post-Kantian German idealism 
and German neo-Kantianism, central philosophical tendencies in the nine- 
teenth century, in different ways the main philosophical movements in 
twentieth-century philosophy are all responding to Kant. The reason for 
turning to Kant as a standard in terms of which to understand the recent 
philosophical debate derives from his enormous stature in modern philo- 
sophy. The entire modern philosophical discussion is largely determined 
by a few seminal figures. Whether or not modern philosophy begins in 
Descartes — this suggestion, which is often advanced, is difficult to sustain 
since, as has often been noted, his position is continuous with a number 
of modern and pre-modern positions, particularly Montaigne’s and 
Augustine’s,'' as well as with pre-modern science”? — it seems clear that 
Kant is particularly influential in focusing the modern debate on questions 
of knowledge. I contend that, consciously or more often unconsciously, 
the main thinkers in the twentieth century are in dialogue with each other 
on the basis of a shared Kantian tradition, which they understand in 
different ways, often markedly so. Put differently, to an often underap- 
preciated extent the entire later debate largely consists in alternative, 
often incompatible, readings of Kant. 

The enormous influence of Kant’s critical philosophy in the later 
tradition is felt at four major junctures. Initially, in the debate immedi- 
ately following the publication of the Critique of Pure Reason (1781, 
1787), his most important work, Kant’s position was quickly recognized 
as highly important. It was rejected by some contemporaries, including 
J. G. Hamann, Herder, his former student, and the skeptics Salomon 
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Maimon and G. E. Schulze. But it was accepted by the majority of other 
thinkers not only as an instant classic, but, further, as a work of the first 
rank. The main impression at the time, which Kant did not share, was that 
his critical philosophy represented an important but unfinished project. 
Kant was dissatisfied with the reception of the first edition of the book. 
In the new preface written for the second edition of his treatise, he 
suggests, in reviving an old religious distinction, the need to distinguish 
between the letter and the spirit of the critical philosophy.'* Following 
Kant’s suggestion, an ongoing effort was undertaken by a series of con- 
temporary thinkers, including the post-Kantian German idealists, to 
reformulate the critical philosophy according to its spirit while, if necessary, 
disregarding its letter. This effort, which is still under way, is currently 
most clearly exemplified by Habermas. 

K. L. Reinhold, an otherwise unimportant philosopher, was the first 
to begin this process. He was quickly followed by such major thinkers as 
Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel, and perhaps even Marx.’* Their individual 
and combined efforts to reformulate the critical philosophy gave rise to 
post-Kantian German idealism. Kant’s contemporaries believed his critical 
philosophy depended on a revolution in philosophy influenced by and 
roughly equal in importance to Copernicus’s famous astronomical revolu- 
tion. Post-Kantian German idealism, which constitutes the second critical 
juncture, can usefully be regarded as an effort undertaken by a series of 
major thinkers to advance and complete Kant’s Copernican revolution in 
working out the critical philosophy. 

A third juncture at which Kant was extremely influential was in the 
anti-Hegelian revolt after Hegel’s death. Though Hegel had his enemies, 
such as Arthur Schopenhauer and J. F. Fries, when he died, at the peak 
of his influence, he was widely acknowledged as the most important 
thinker of his time. This was swiftly to change, however, and the anti- 
Hegel reaction set in immediately after his death in 1831. This was 
composed of two features. One was the struggle for control of his legacy 
between the Hegelians, who quickly divided into right-wing and left- 
wing groups. The right-wing Hegelians, who all had positions in the 
German university system, proposed a theological version of Hegel’s 
position, which they found admirable. By contrast, the left-wing Hegelians, 
who included Marx, and who, with the single exception of Eduard Gans, 
were not employed in the university system — Gans was a professor of law 
in Berlin — accepted this same theological reading of Hegel, but were 
opposed to it as a mistaken position. 
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The second phase of the anti-Hegel reaction occurred in a qualified 
return to Kant, mentioned above, starting in the mid-1860s. After Hegel’s 
death, Hegelianism declined rapidly, in part because of the increasing 
development of modern science, which for many seemed to contradict his 
speculative approach. The return to Kant was prepared by Kuno Fischer 
and Eduard Zeller, important historians of philosophy. Fischer wrote 
a ten-volume history of philosophy with two volumes devoted to Kant. 
Zeller, an important historian of ancient philosophy, apparently coined 
the term “epistemology” (Erkenntnistheorie) while criticizing Hegelianism. 
Otto Liebmann gave an important impetus to this movement through 
his slogan “Back to Kant” in his book on Kant and his epigones.’* 
Liebmann preached a simplified version of Kant’s critical philosophy in 
maintaining the transcendental dimension, which he regarded as Kant’s 
central discovery, but simply discarding the vexed doctrine of the thing 
in itself," which, following Hegel, he treated as a mere caput mortuum.” 
Liebmann’s famous call to return to Kant was a stage on the way to a 
series of neo-Kantian schools, which flourished in the period 1870-1920. 
The two main Kantian schools were in Marburg and Heidelberg. The 
Marburg school included Hermann Cohen, Paul Natorp, and above all 
the many-sided polymath Ernst Cassirer. The Heidelberg school, also 
called the Baden or South-west German school — its members also taught 
at various other places, including Zurich, Freiburg, and Strasburg - 
included Kuno Fischer, Wilhelm Windelband, and Heinrich Rickert. 
Others outside these two schools who participated in the revival of Kant 
studies during this period include Hans Vaihinger, Friedrich Paulsen, 
Aloys Riehl, Leonard Nelson, and Georg Simmel. 

The fourth and most recent phase of Kant’s influence on the sub- 
sequent debate concerns philosophy in the twentieth century, that is, the 
quartet of movements under discussion in this book. In different ways, as 
I will be arguing below, each of these currents can be understood as 
reacting to and carrying forward Kantian concerns, doctrines, distinctions, 
and solutions. But before turning to the twentieth-century reaction to 
Kant to make this case, I will need to describe his position at least in 
outline, a task which will occupy the next chapter. 


2 


Kant and the 
Post-Kantian Debate 


Twentieth-century philosophy unfolded against the background of mod- 
ern philosophy. In the preceding chapter, I suggested that in different 
ways the discussion in Kant’s wake, including twentieth-century philo- 
sophy, is decisively influenced by his critical philosophy. This chapter will 
be devoted to characterizing Kant’s philosophy and the initial phase of 
the post-Kantian debate. 

Kant’s position unfolds in the many volumes of his collected writings, 
including three Critiques (Critique of Pure Reason, Critique of Practical 
Reason, Critique of Judgment) and a long series of other texts. His critical 
philosophy continues to reverberate through, but also to decisively influ- 
ence, later debate while evoking an enormous and still growing response 
in the secondary literature. Kant’s position is not only extensive, but also 
very complex. Any account of it within no more than a single chapter is 
inevitably and severely restricted in what it can say about the position as 
a whole, its detailed interpretation, and the secondary literature about it. 

Kant’s often very technical position presents unusual difficulties lead- 
ing to a very wide range of interpretations. In a famous encounter in 
Davos, Switzerland (March 17—April 6, 1929), Cassirer defended a tradi- 
tional epistemological reading of the critical philosophy while Heidegger 
argued against Cassirer and others that, on the contrary, it provides a 
foundation for ontology.' 

Both are correct in that since Aristotle, to whom the term seems to 
have first been applied by Adronicus of Rhodes, “metaphysics” has taken 
on two main meanings. In ancient Greek philosophy, it was taken to 
mean “ontology,” or the science of being, which specifically interests 
Heidegger. Yet since the beginnings of modern philosophy in Descartes 
and others, it also means “epistemology,” or “theory of knowledge.” 
Kant uses the term mainly in the latter sense. In his Prolegomena to Any 
Future Metaphysics (1783), in which he presents a simplified version of 
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his system, Kant studies the outlines of a theory of knowledge which 
does not yet exist.” 

Kant’s position provides the initial rough sketch of an enormous project, 
which he bequeathed to later thinkers at his death. He did important 
work in a huge variety of fields, including at least modern science — he is 
co-author of the Kant—Laplace hypothesis on the origin of the cosmos — 
philosophy of nature which later became what is now called philosophy 
of science, epistemology, ethics, aesthetics, philosophy of religion, politics, 
and anthropology. It will not be possible to discuss his entire position. In 
the limited space at our disposal, I will be concentrating on Kant’s theory 
of knowledge, his most influential contribution, which lies at the epicen- 
ter of his wider position and which is crucial for his influence on later 
philosophy. Though Kant made important, often major, contributions to 
such fields as ethics and aesthetics, his contribution to theory of know- 
ledge, perhaps because the epistemological theme runs throughout the 
entire Western tradition, is still and has always been the most influential 
part of his position. 

The problem of knowledge, which neither begins nor ends in Kant, is 
transformed by his intervention in the debate. This problem is as old 
as Western philosophy, which begins in the cosmological speculations of 
the pre-Socratics. It is a main theme in Greek philosophy as early as 
Parmenides, the first thinker to address the question of the conditions 
of knowledge in anything resembling our current approaches. Plato’s 
Theaetetus provides a treatment of epistemology which continues to 
attract contemporary writers. The problem continues after Kant in new 
ways in responding to his transformation of the debate. The main post- 
Kantian philosophical tendencies in the nineteenth (e.g. post-Kantian 
German idealism and German neo-Kantianism) and twentieth centuries 
(e.g. Marxism, pragmatism, continental philosophy, and Anglo-American 
analytic philosophy) all react in different ways to Kant’s powerful refocusing 
of the problem of knowledge. 


On the Modern Philosophical Background 


The best way into any position, including Kant’s, is in terms of the prob- 
lems leading to its formulation. The epistemological thrust is dominant 
not only in Kant, who is in that sense typical, but throughout Western 
philosophy since its origins, particularly in modern philosophy. Through 
the idea that there is an identifiable foundation to knowledge, Descartes 
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sets modern philosophy on an epistemological path from which it has 
often strayed but which it has never entirely left behind.* The Cartesian 
impulse culminates in the characteristic twentieth-century idea, the basis of 
scientism, that science and only science is the real source of knowledge. 

The idea of modern philosophy is unclear since, as noted above, 
despite claims to the contrary, there is no clear break between modern 
and earlier philosophy. It is often said that modern philosophy starts with 
Descartes. According to Hegel, he is the first modern philosopher since 
he is the first to make thinking into a principle.* It is unclear if, as often 
claimed, it begins with Descartes, or earlier, say with Montaigne. Both 
react to the rediscovery of Pyrrhonian skepticism in the sixteenth century, 
which Montaigne accepts and Descartes rejects.» Montaigne impugns 
knowledge based on the senses; in reintroducing the concept of epistemo- 
logical foundationalism, Descartes founds knowledge in independence 
of the senses. Both base claims to knowledge on the subject in initiating 
the characteristic modern approach to objectivity through subjectivity. 
Montaigne famously asks, “What can I know?” (que sais-je?) in arriving 
at the familiar Pyrrhonian conclusion that I can know nothing, nothing 
at all. Starting from the same perspective as Montaigne, Descartes extends 
ancient skepticism by questioning the presupposed but undemonstrated 
existence of the real in arguing for apodictic claims to know that are 
allegedly sufficient to defeat even the most radical form of skepticism. 
He responds to Montaigne in claiming there is no end to human know- 
ledge. In linking human being and knowing, subjectivity and objectivity, 
Montaigne and Descartes commence what might be called a humanist 
approach to epistemology that is one of the main themes in the later 
discussion. 

When Kant came on the scene, it was dominated by two competing 
tendencies, rationalism and empiricism, which he later brought together 
in a powerful synthesis. The relation between these two movements is 
complex. The two main early figures in rationalism and empiricism, 
Descartes (1596-1650) and Francis Bacon (1561-1626), are near con- 
temporaries, whose positions develop independently. But already in Locke 
(1632-1704), empiricism reacts against rationalism. 

Rationalism and empiricism present different, diametrically opposing 
strategies for knowing the world. In both cases, “world” is understood as 
mind-independent reality, that is, as already constituted apart from and 
in independence of the knowing subject. The problem of knowledge from 
this perspective consists in knowing an object which is in no way depend- 
ent on, hence is in every way independent of, the knowing subject. 
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There are different strategies for knowing an independent object. One, 
which is found in both ancient Greek and modern philosophy, consists of 
some form of intuitionism, or the claim for a direct, immediate grasp of 
the mind-independent real as it is. A second strategy has become known 
as epistemological foundationalism. Epistemological foundationalism is 
widely identified with Descartes but by no means limited to his position 
or to those influenced by him. Like realism, foundationalism takes many 
forms and is deeply rooted in early Greek philosophy. Foundationalism is 
most easily described in terms of an ideal-typical form. The term “founda- 
tionalism” is usually understood to mean an epistemological strategy that 
relates claims to know to an epistemological foundation, which is asserted 
to be true, from which the remainder of the theory can be (rigorously) 
deduced, and which can be correctly applied to yield knowledge of the 
mind-independent real as it is. The term “real” is routinely used to refer 
to things in the world and, by extension, the world as well as the nature 
of the human mind. Forms of foundationalism are widely disseminated 
throughout the history of Western philosophy, especially in the modern 
tradition. Foundationalism is arguably the main modern strategy for know- 
ledge. It is sometimes mistakenly thought that foundationalism is no longer 
a live option. On the contrary, foundationalism, which has remained widely 
popular throughout the modern period, remains popular, although not 
always under that name, even today at the beginning of the new century. 

Descartes’s familiar version of the foundationalist argument runs through 
a series of stages. They include: first, proof of his own existence; next, 
proof of God’s existence; then, through the inference that since God is 
no deceiver, the conclusion that clear and distinct ideas are necessarily true; 
and, finally, the proof of material things. The proof of his own existence 
consists merely in the observation that one cannot rationally deny one’s 
own existence. Descartes, who desires knowledge of the external world, 
cannot rest his case with self-knowledge that does not permit him to 
answer the question of what he knows before knowing that his mind is 
a reliable source of knowledge. To show the reliability of our intellectual 
faculties, Descartes proves the existence of God and examines the source 
of error in the misuse of our rational faculties. 

Locke’s empiricism is influenced by, but also reacts against, Cartesian 
rationalism. Like Descartes, Locke builds his theory of knowledge on 
a conception of ideas, but he disagrees with Descartes about their status. 
Descartes, who believes that the idea of God is innate, admits innate ideas. 
In his Meditations on First Philosophy (1641, 1644), he uses the term “idea” 
technically to refer to “images of things” and distinguishes between 
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ideas which are innate, adventitious, or invented by the subject.” He 
further argues we have an innate idea of God and, in reply to an objec- 
tion by Gassendi, claims that mathematical ideas are not drawn from the 
senses.’ Locke, who bases knowledge on empirical experience, insists 
against Descartes that at birth the mind is a tabula rasa, since all ideas 
are derived from experience, and rejects any claim to innate knowledge.’ 
He begins An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690) in reject- 
ing the very possibility of innate knowledge of any kind. According to 
Locke, whatever we know comes to us through the use of our faculties in 
respect to sensory experience.'° 

The empiricist approach to knowledge in all its forms includes two 
related claims already formulated by Bacon: all knowledge is based on 
experience; and when we know, the mind in effect acts as a mirror,'' what 
Rorty influentially calls the mirror of nature.'? Locke, who improves on 
Bacon’s view, distinguishes between simple ideas and complex ideas. Our 
relation to the objects of knowledge is indirect since our only access to 
the world is through the ideas we have of it.'* Locke defines “Idea” as 
“whatsoever is meant by phantasm, notion, species, or whatever it is 
which the mind be employed about in thinking.”’* Ideas, which have no 
truth value in themselves, are true or false only when they refer beyond 
themselves. Locke considers three specific cases: how different people use 
the same names; the relation between ideas and the independent external 
world; and whether ideas grasp the essence of whatever it is to which 
they refer. He locates abstract ideas, which are derived from experience 
and then accorded a name, between the name of the thing and the thing 
to which the name refers. Complex ideas in the mind are composed of 
simple ideas, provided by God, which come into the mind through sen- 
sation and reflection, but which the mind cannot create.'* Error is due to 
false judgment.'® 

Descartes and Locke differ on the cardinal point of whether ideas are 
innate or derived only from experience. Both are seminal figures, hugely 
influential in launching the career of these respective philosophical per- 
spectives, which, however, cannot be attributed to them alone. The rela- 
tion of rationalism and empiricism is complex. Empiricism both reacts 
against and continues rationalism. The discontinuity lies in whether the 
proper road to knowledge leads from the mind to the world, as rational- 
ism asserts, or from the world to the mind, as empiricists affirm. It would 
be a mistake either to assimilate empiricism and rationalism or to isolate 
them from each other. Empiricism remains continuous with rationalism 
in no less than five main ways. It shares the rationalist effort to bring the 
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mind in touch with the world in order to know it as it is. It strives to do 
so through ideas in the mind. More precisely, rationalism and empiricism 
belong to the larger framework of the so-called “new way of ideas,” 
which, before Kant, dominated the discussion of knowledge in modern 
philosophy. Further, both rely on God to guarantee the veracity of our 
cognitive ideas. Finally, both take an anthropological approach to know- 
ledge as based on what finite human beings can know. Speaking generally, 
Kant denies all five points in responding to both rationalism and empiricism 
in his critical philosophy. 


On Kant’s Relation to the Contemporary 
Philosophical Background 


Kant’s intellectual background includes not only philosophy but also 
classics, in which he was trained as a young man. In fact, such was his 
proficiency in Latin (in addition to Greek, Hebrew, and French), which 
he probably knew well enough to speak it, that there is a recurrent view 
that the Critique of Pure Reason, while written in German, was actually 
thought out in the former language. Moreover, any account of the genesis 
of Kant’s position needs to consider his deep understanding of science, 
especially modern science, in which he began his career. His very first article, 
on Leibniz’s concept of force, was followed several years later by others 
on the earth’s rotation, the age of the earth, and so on. His interest in 
Newtonian mechanics strongly motivated his thought, and he retained a 
deep interest in natural science throughout his career. 

Kant’s mature position turns on his seminal distinction between dog- 
matic philosophy, which is merely asserted but not demonstrated, and 
critical philosophy, which is both asserted and demonstrated. In the last 
text he himself published, Kant claims there can only be one true philo- 
sophy, and that prior philosophy is not critical, hence is dogmatic." 
This suggests that philosophy both begins and ends in his critical philo- 
sophy. In a word, philosophy worthy of the name, critical philosophy, 
which alone is true, begins and ends in Kant. It further suggests, since 
earlier philosophy is dogmatic, that there is nothing to learn from earlier 
thinkers. In fact, Kant’s philosophical position draws on Plato, Aristotle, 
Christian Wolff, Leibniz, Hume, and many others. He famously suggests 
he knows Plato better than he knew himself.” From Aristotle, he derives 
the substance-attribute approach which informs his analysis of substance. 
He thinks enough of Wolff to say that, had the latter been a critical thinker, 
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Wolff could have anticipated his own effort to transform metaphysics 
into a science.” From Leibniz he borrows the principle of sufficient reason 
that is the core of his answer to the problem of causality.” Kant’s well- 
known remark in the Prolegomena that Hume woke him from his dogmatic 
slumber” has suggested to generations of commentators that the most 
important relation to the philosophical background lies in Kant’s effort, 
as he says, to solve Hume’s problem in general form. 

Kant’s relation to Hume is certainly vitally important, but his relation 
to Descartes is perhaps even more crucial. In his attack on causality, Hume 
provides the specific problem which, on Kant’s own account, starts him 
down the road to the critical philosophy. Descartes influences the general 
approach Kant takes to the theory of knowledge and within which he 
solves the difficulty posed by Hume. To put the same point in other 
language: Kant’s relation to Hume is negative, but his relation to Descartes 
is both positive and negative, positive as concerns the outlines of the 
approach to knowledge, and negative with respect to epistemological 
representationalism, which, as we shall see in the next section, Kant both 
accepts and rejects for epistemological constructivism. 

The justification for understanding Kant’s critical philosophy in response 
to Hume’s attack on causality is clear and persuasive. Hume is important 
for Kant because of the perceived catastrophic consequences of his destruc- 
tive attack on causality for modern science, hence for knowledge of all 
kinds, including what Kant calls the future science of metaphysics. Galileo 
destroys the old Aristotelian approach to causality without invoking a new 
conception. Kant’s understanding of causality evolves over time. In his 
early writings, he seems to identify causality with a Wolffian approach to 
ground.” A decade later he suggests we can perceive but cannot demon- 
strate causality, which must be derived from experience.” If true, this 
latter attitude would have prevented him from ever responding to Hume, 
who seemingly prevents any possibility of basing causality on experience. 
In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant understands causality on a broadly 
Leibnizian model. In the Monadology (1714) and in other writings, Leibniz 
proposes a principle of sufficient reason in arguing that for every fact 
there is a reason, which he applies, inter alia, to prove the existence of 
God as the ultimate reason in a chain of contingent facts.’ Kant applies 
a version of this principle in the form of a universal law of causality in the 
mature form of this position.” The constant element in his changing 
views of causality is that science depends on it. 

Kant’s view of Hume arises out of his understanding of modern sci- 
ence as based on a causal analysis of nature. Newton invents a causal 
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analysis of planetary motion, thereby definitively solving a problem for 
which Copernicus advances a mere hypothesis.”” Hume undermines this 
approach, hence modern science, in undermining causality. Thus the 
defense of knowledge requires a solution which re-establishes causality in 
the face of Hume’s attack on this concept. In the Preface to the Pro- 
legomena, Kant outlines Hume’s importance for metaphysics in showing 
that reason cannot think necessary connections a priori. In order to solve 
the general difficulty, he claims to generalize Hume’s problem in noticing 
that the connection of cause and effect is merely one among a series of 
a priori connections of which metaphysics consists.”* 

Kant’s relation to Descartes, which is not often scrutinized, perhaps 
because of the many bad things he says about his French predecessor — 
one of the milder complaints is that Descartes is guilty of doubting the 
existence of the external world” — is deep and important for his own 
approach to knowledge, hence to solving the enigma posed by Hume. For 
example, both Kant and Descartes develop approaches to knowledge in 
which access to the object necessarily runs through the subject. In other 
words, like Descartes, Kant constructs his theory of knowledge on a con- 
ception of the subject as the first, or highest, indubitable and foundational 
principle of knowledge.*° Both understand perception as an effect for 
which the world is the cause. And in both cases the problem of know- 
ledge consists in a causal theory of perception that consists in making out 
a backward inference from effect to cause, in a word from the representa- 
tion of the world to the world it represents. 


Kant’s Letter to Marcus Herz 


In replying to Hume, Kant develops a quasi-Cartesian argument. Hume 
is an empiricist and Descartes is a rationalist: Kant counters Hume’s 
skepticial empiricism by transporting a possible response to the problem 
of knowledge from the a posteriori to the a priori plane, by insisting on 
the reality of the external world and through resisting the latent psy- 
chologism in Hume’s form of representationalism. And in answer to such 
thinkers as Descartes and Locke who rely on a link between reason and 
faith, Kant proposes a conception of pure reason, which, since it is self- 
justifying, is independent of any theological considerations. 

In order to outline Kant’s theory of knowledge, it will be useful to 
focus on his famous letter to Herz, and on the Critique of Pure Reason, 
which only emerged nearly a decade later. It is usual to divide Kant’s 
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position into pre-critical and critical periods separated by the Inaugural 
Dissertation (1770), the text written when Kant assumed his job as Pro- 
fessor of Philosophy at the University of Königsberg. According to this 
approach, the text marks the onset of the critical period.*! 

This distinction, which has Kant’s support, is questionable. It is not hard 
to understand why an author, like Kant, who thinks that in his intellec- 
tual development after a long series of efforts solid ground has suddenly 
been reached claims that everything written earlier merely belonged to his 
juvenilia, hence is not worth taking seriously. It is perhaps more accurate 
to say that Kant’s view of knowledge evolves without breaks or other 
forms of discontinuity. His theory of knowledge develops over many 
years from his initial article in the mid-1740s to the first edition of the 
Critique of Pure Reason in the early 1780s, followed by the Prolegomena 
and the second edition of the Critique. 

The best place to see in abbreviated form how Kant understands the 
problem of knowledge is in a very important letter (July 21, 1772) he 
sent early in his critical period to his friend Marcus Herz. In the letter, 
Kant announces the project which later became the critical philosophy, 
while pointing obscurely toward the strategy he will later adopt. It is 
crucial to note the difference between the conception of the problem 
described in the letter and the solution — in fact, two solutions — Kant 
later proposes. Kant states the problem of knowledge in terms of three 
elements: the subject which knows, the object which is known, and the 
representation through which the subject knows the object. Stated in this 
way, Kant is denying direct knowledge of the object to which we have 
access only through its representation. The crux of the problem, which 
“constitutes the key to the whole secret of metaphysics,” consists in 
grasping “on what grounds rests the reference of what in us is called 
representation (Vorstellung) to the object (Gegenstand) 

In Kant’s way of posing the problem of knowledge, it consists in 
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a relation of the representation to the represented, or mind-independent 
external object. The representation is internal to the mind of the knowing 
subject. The problem of knowledge calls for a representationalist solu- 
tion, which explains, to restate Kant’s language, the grounds in us of the 
relation of the representation to the object. We can paraphrase this in the 
following way: A theory of knowledge requires an explanation of how we 
know independent objects. If such objects cannot be known directly, then 
they can only be known indirectly, according to Kant through their repres- 
entations. This train of reasoning leads immediately to the following crucial 
question: How can we represent independent objects correctly? 
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Kant immediately envisages three possibilities in a discussion difficult 
to paraphrase. One approach, close to current causal theories of percep- 
tion, is to consider that a passive subject is affected by the object. In this 
case, the object is the cause and the representation is the effect. On this 
model, the problem of knowledge consists in explaining how to infer 
from the representation regarded as an effect to the object regarded as its 
cause. Yet it seems obvious there is no way to infer from the effect to its 
cause, say, from the First World War to the assassination of the Archduke 
Ferdinand. There are many possible causes which could and in fact on 
occasion do produce the same fact. Since the cause does not uniquely 
determine this and only this effect, it cannot be shown on the basis of 
this effect that it is uniquely due to the cause in question. 

A second possibility Kant examines is for the representation in some 
way to produce its object. But, Kant objects, it is only in the moral sphere 
that the understanding causes the object. An example might be when 
someone in fact does what one ought to do so that what is corresponds 
to what ought to be. Yet this condition does not obtain outside morality. 
If, say, a carpenter constructs a bed according to an idea in the mind, it 
is not the idea but rather the carpenter who is the cause of which the bed 
is the effect. 

The third possibility, which Kant favors, is to make knowledge de- 
pend on concepts in the understanding. In this model, concepts do not 
depend on the object to be known, which, rather, depends on concepts. 
This amounts to claiming that the perceptual object does not produce 
the concepts, which are also not abstracted from experience, but, on the 
contrary, the concepts produce the perceptual object. The obvious 
advantage of this approach consists in avoiding difficulties associated with 
making the representation depend on the object or, on the contrary, the 
object depend on its representation. Kant’s solution, which accounts for 
the problem of how the representation relates to the object, consists in 
the idea that there are two objects: one is the mind-independent object, 
which is already constituted in independence of the knowing subject; and 
the other is the mind-dependent object, which is constituted, or con- 
structed, by the subject as a condition of knowing it. In this proposal, 
since the object is constituted by the subject, it corresponds to the 
structures of the mind, hence is knowable. 

Two points need to be noticed to make sense of this solution as 
concerns representations and concepts. Kant solves the difficulty of the 
relation of the representation to the object by changing the meaning of 
“representation.” In his solution, he relates ordinary experiential objects 
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to objects standing outside of and unknowable through experience. The 
objects of experience, which are constructed by, hence dependent on, 
and for that reason knowable by, the subject are also representations of 
mind-independent objects, which, since they are not given in experience, 
are uncognizable. In other words, ordinary objects relate to, thus repres- 
ent, extraordinary objects, the kind of object which is not given in and 
cannot be known through experience. 

Kant also changes the meaning of the word “concept,” which he 
detaches from experience as an effect in transforming it into a cause. The 
concepts of the mind are not abstracted from experience, or produced by 
the objects, which, on the contrary, they construct. Rather, these con- 
cepts are, as it were, “hard-wired” into the mind. And the concepts of 
the understanding do not produce the mind-independent objects, which, 
since they are independent of us, are already constituted prior to and 
apart from the knowing process. 

This theory, which Kant announces here in barest outline, is new, 
different, promising, and exciting. It points toward the position he will 
later work out in detail in the critical philosophy. It in principle provides 
for the relation of the representation to the object — this is obviously the 
crux of the problem — at the cost of dropping the idea that the repres- 
entation is in the mind. Kant rather locates it in the external world, in 
space and time, where, as a representation, it stands in relation to an 
object outside experience. This new theory is different from anything 
Kant has hitherto described in previous writings. In order to indicate what 
is new, he now characterizes the present version of his theory in comparing 
it to what he described in Inaugural Dissertation only two years earlier. 

In the Dissertation, he pointed out that cognitive representations cannot 
be understood as the effects of the object understood as a cause. This means 
he had moved away from the idea, still frequent in current discussion, 
that knowledge can be based on a causal theory of perception. But, he 
says, he did not answer how, in refusing this solution, a representation 
can refer to an object.** From his present standpoint, that means he 
earlier failed to answer the crucial question of how representations relate 
to objects. At the time, he merely stated that representations were not 
produced as the effect of objects acting on the mind. He did not, how- 
ever, respond to the question he has answered now, that is, how a 
representation can refer to an object by which it is not affected. Earlier 
he said that sensuous representations, or what is drawn from experience, 
provide us with things as they appear, and intellectual representations, 
which are merely thought without experience, provide us with mind- 
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independent things, that is, things as they really are. His earlier distinc- 
tion between appearance and reality corresponds to the later distinction 
between representations and objects. The things met with in ordinary 
experience are now understood as representations, or appearances, of 
reality. The difficulty with this line of argument in the Dissertation, as 
Kant now points out, is two-fold. On the one hand, it fails to explain 
how things, that is, mind-independent objects, are given or made known 
to us. If it is not by affecting us, that is, through a causal theory of 
perception, how does it happen? This amounts to saying that we do not 
understand how our representations relate to what they are supposed to 
represent, or, to put the point otherwise, how reality manifests itself as 
appearance. On the other hand, Kant points out that we cannot under- 
stand how our concepts — he here uses the term “axioms of pure reason” 
— agree with, or relate to, these objects unless this relation or agreement 
is based on experience. 

Kant immediately points out that the problem of how representations 
relate to objects varies in different cognitive domains, which require dif- 
ferent solutions. He distinguishes between mathematics, which concerns 
quantities, and natural science, which deals with qualities. In mathematics, 
since we produce the objects spontaneously and a priori, it is easy to see 
that our views of the objects entirely correspond to them." Kant seems 
to mean that we can represent to ourselves mathematical objects wholly 
a priori, as when I imagine a triangle, from which I proceed to deduce 
various properties. 

The problem is more difficult in natural science, which consists in 
making cognitive claims about an independent world. Here the question 
takes the form of asking how we can know a priori how things must in 
fact turn out in experience to be in reliably predicting the whole a poster- 
iori world. Science concerns the way the world is, which it attempts to 
explain by formulating a series of scientific laws. This problem takes two 
forms, including how we know or can know prior to and apart from 
experience the way things are in experience, and how we can formulate 
general scientific laws which must be illustrated in experience. The answer 
to the question — how can we know how things are or will be given in 
experience? — lies in the idea that we “construct” them in order to know 
them. Kant here goes beyond a theory of knowledge based on represent- 
ing the objects that we know in claiming that we construct them as a 
condition of knowing them. If we know the way things must be a priori, 
then we will also be able to know how they must in fact be a posteriori. 
The answer is more complicated for the specific problem of how we are 
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able successfully to formulate scientific laws. Since Kant thinks that all 
knowledge worthy of the name, including scientific and metaphysical 
knowledge, is a priori, this amounts to claiming that the laws of nature 
do not arise in experience, but are rather prescribed to nature.*° 

I have devoted so much space to this seminal letter since here, early 
in Kant’s critical period, well before he has composed the Critique, the 
main outlines of the theory of knowledge, and its unresolved difficulties, 
which he will later work out in detail are already apparent. Astonishingly, 
Kant already has in mind most of the aspects of the solution even as he 
for the first time clearly poses the problem central to the critical philo- 
sophy. Yet despite unremitting labor over many years, one can only agree 
with him that despite his brilliant effort to solve the problem of know- 
ledge, “such questions always leave behind an obscurity regarding our 
power of understanding as to how its conformity with things comes 
about.”*” 


Kant’s Two Epistemological Solutions 
in the Critique of Pure Reason 


Kant strives to elucidate these mysteries in the Critique of Pure Reason, his 
first and certainly greatest book, and one of the very few enduring philo- 
sophical monuments. The Herz letter reveals essential aspects about Kant’s 
way of posing the problem of knowledge and the solution he proposes. 
Since the way the problem is framed influences what can conceivably count 
as its solution, it is important to see that Kant offers two very different 
epistemological solutions. The first solution corresponds to the way he 
originally poses the problem, but fails to resolve it. The second solution, 
which is very different, is in fact incompatible with the first one, and is 
also incompatible with the way he poses the problem in the Herz letter. 
Yet it has the enormous merit of solving the problem of knowledge in 
another, very different, potentially more promising and exciting way. 

In saying that in the letter Kant states the problem of knowledge 
in representationalist form, I mean no more than that he calls for an 
analysis of the relation of the representations in us — what earlier thinkers 
call ideas in the mind — to mind-independent external objects: in short, 
the world as it is apart from any relation to an observer. This way of put- 
ting the problem means that the solution depends on making good on 
a representationalist approach to knowledge. In taking such an approach 
to epistemology, Kant renews and carries forward a main epistemological 
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strategy, which is particularly important in modern philosophy. In the 
modern period, increasing doubt about the idea of a direct grasp of the 
world as it is has led many thinkers away from direct realism and toward 
a new solution to the problem of knowledge. The new way of ideas, that 
is, the approach to knowledge through the relation of ideas in the mind 
to things, is representationalist. In both rationalism and empiricism, stress 
is placed on analyzing the relation of ideas to what they represent. For 
Descartes, ideas are images of things. For a Cartesian, the problem of 
knowledge comes down to an inference from ideas in the mind to things 
in the world. For Locke, for whom we cannot create simple ideas, which, 
on his account, necessarily tell us the way the world is, the problem of 
knowledge comes down to being sure that we are dealing with simple ideas. 

In the Critique of Pure Reason Kant utilizes “representation” 
(Vorstellung) where the new way of ideas employs “idea” (a term for 
which he has another use**). As a representationalist, Kant continues and 
develops the representationalist approach to knowledge which is every- 
where in modern philosophy, both before and after him. Since in his 
capacity as a representationalist, Kant builds on prior thinkers, it is fair to 
say that in the critical philosophy representationalism reaches a high point 
which has never since been surpassed. The main difference between Kant 
and earlier representationalists like Descartes and Locke concerns the 
resolutely secular character of his approach. 

Many philosophical concerns, including Kant’s famous questions (What 
can I know? What should I do? What may I hope?),*’ arose originally in 
theology. In the West, the link between philosophy and theology has 
been attenuated but never wholly broken. In famously stating in the 
Critique that he denies knowledge in making room for faith,*® Kant is 
not attributing a cognitive role to faith. He is rather pointing to the 
limits of what can be known through pure reason, which he believes can 
tell us nothing at all about such items as God, freedom, and immortality. 
Efforts to extend the reach of reason beyond experience result in dialect- 
ical inferences, or contradictions of reason with itself as concerns the topics 
of the subject (paralogisms of pure reason), the object (antinomies of pure 
reason), or the relation of subject and object as the world (cosmological 
ideas). 

With the singular exception of Kant, the main representatives of the 
new way of ideas all depend in different ways on a relation between 
philosophy and theology, reason and faith. Descartes’s knowledge claims 
explicitly depend on God’s existence.“ He is often said to employ a 
circular argument, the so-called “Cartesian circle.”*? Claims to know 
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depend on clear and distinct ideas, which he employs to prove the exist- 
ence of God, who in turn guarantees their veracity. Locke also relies on 
God in his theory of knowledge. He explains the reliability of simple 
ideas not through a claim to grasp primary qualities, but rather because 
they ultimately come from God as the source of our understanding.** 

For Kant, philosophy worthy of the name must be critical, hence cap- 
able of establishing its assertions. Since, according to him, the claims of 
reason are self-demonstrating, they are independent of faith, and at least 
in that way divorced from theology. Kant’s version of representationalism 
specifically differs from its predecessors in claiming to provide a rigor- 
ously secular demonstration of its assertions. 

It differs in another way as well. As the term suggests, representation- 
alists are all committed to representationalism as the proper approach to 
knowledge. Kant, who is always cautious, and who typically sees different 
alternatives but is unable to choose among them, is simultaneously com- 
mitted to representationalism and to what I will be calling constructivism. 
By representationalism I mean, as should already be clear, that knowledge 
requires that the representation match up with what it represents, under- 
stood as an independent object or objects. Representationalism is a way 
of making out a claim to know the world as it is through analyzing the 
relation between the representation and the objects. By “constructivism” 
I will have in mind the idea that knowledge requires that the subject 
“construct” the object it knows as a condition of knowing it. 

Constructivism, which seems never to have been discussed in detail, is 
a second-best approach, which bases claims to know on empirical realism. 
All theories of knowledge of whatever kind claim to provide knowledge 
of the real, but the real which is known is understood in many different 
ways. In the West, the main theme in theory of knowledge, which goes 
all the way back in the tradition at least to Parmenides, is metaphysical 
realism, that is, the conviction that to know is to know the mind- 
independent real as it is. Theory of knowledge based on metaphysical 
realism holds that there is a way the world is and that under the proper 
conditions the world can be known as it is. There are many different forms 
of realism. Scientific realism is roughly the view that science and only 
science determines how the world is. Theories of knowledge are related 
to conceptions of reality.“* Empirical realism is the view that claims for 
knowledge are limited to, hence cannot go further than, whatever is 
given in experience. 

Constructivists typically hold that there may be a way the world is; 
but we cannot know it, since we cannot know the world as it is in 
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independence of us and knowledge is limited to what is given in experi- 
ence. Constructivism arises on the ruins of representationalism and all 
other efforts, including direct realism, to know the world as it is. A con- 
structivist is someone who denies there is any way to know the world as 
it is but persists in being concerned with knowledge, not about the mind- 
independent real, but rather as limited to objects we ourselves construct. 
A representationalist typically claims that our representations point toward 
something outside experience in inviting an analysis of the relation between 
the objects of experience, understood as appearances of something else. 
A constructivist believes there is no way to infer from what is given in 
experience to something outside it, and limits the problem of knowledge 
merely to the contents of experience. For a representationalist the epi- 
stemological problem consists in knowing how the representation, which 
is present, relates to the object, which, since it is not given in experience, 
is absent. A constructivist, who cannot make any sense of the claim about 
how what is present relates to what is not present, or the relation of rep- 
resentations to independent objects, confines attention to how we can 
know what is given in experience. The basic claim, which is varied by dif- 
ferent authors, consists in affirming that we in some sense construct what 
we know. 

Direct realism is widely thought to be difficult, even not possible, to 
defend.** Representationalism is arguably the main modern approach to 
knowledge. Constructivism is an important, but minority doctrine, which 
is specifically modern. It is the kind of doctrine one turns to when 
approaches to metaphysical realism are seen to fail and skepticism is not 
an acceptable option. Early modern constructivists include Hobbes and 
Vico. Kant, who knew Hobbes, seems not to have known Vico, who was, 
however, known to Kant’s student, Herder, but seems only to have become 
influential later. Kant’s constructivism emerges in the famous, often- 
mentioned, but little understood Copernican revolution in philosophy. 


Kant’s Copernican Revolution in 
Philosophy as Constructivism 


Kant never uses the term “Copernican revolution in philosophy” to refer 
to his own position, and there is little attention paid to this concept, 
especially in the English-language Kant debate. Bertrand Russell, who 
believed idealism was worthless, thought that Kant’s Copernican revolution 
in philosophy meant “propositions may acquire truth by being believed.”*° 
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Other, more qualified observers are uneasy about the very idea of linking 
Kant’s position to Copernican astronomy. The most thorough account of 
the relation of Copernicus and Kant currently available concludes there is 
no connection.*” Yet Kant’s immediate contemporaries, Reinhold‘: and 
then Schelling,” believed Kant had introduced a Copernican revolution 
in philosophy based on his reading of Copernican astronomy in relation 
to the development of modern science. 

What is usually called Kant’s Copernican revolution in philosophy is 
in fact a brilliant constructivist approach to theory of knowledge. In 
regard to representationalism, Kant carries an already existing, important 
tendency to its high point. Though there are still many representationalists, 
no one has since taken representationalism beyond the point it reaches in 
the critical philosophy. In regard to constructivism, Kant breaks new 
ground in a way which is still underappreciated but which offers an 
exciting new approach to knowledge. 

Kant’s constructivism is based on his reading of the history of math- 
ematics and of science. He generalizes the constructivism he finds there 
to theory of knowledge in general. We can usefully distinguish between 
Kant’s general theory of mathematics and his conception of mathem- 
atical constructivism. Kant, who holds a version of the familiar view of 
mathematics as the queen of sciences, innovates in claiming that all 
mathematical judgments of any kind whatsoever are synthetic.*° This 
view remains controversial. Frege, for instance, influentially argues that 
geometry is synthetic but arithmetic is analytic.” Quine later attacked the 
very distinction between the analytic and the synthetic.” After the rise of 
relativity theory, physics introduced a distinction between pure geometry, 
which is exact, but does not describe the world, and applied geometry, 
which is inexact, but describes the world." 

According to Kant, mathematics and physics — for him, physics is the 
main form of natural science — both determine their objects a priori, that 
is, prior to and independently of all experience.** He explicitly distin- 
guishes between philosophy, which analyzes concepts, and mathematics, 
which constructs concepts.” For Kant, the construction of concepts is 
the hallmark of the mathematical.*° Mathematics, he insists, depends on 
a revolution which, already in ancient Greece, constructed a royal road to 
scientific knowledge that it has since successfully followed. The revolution 
consists in discovering that the true method to mathematical knowledge 
does not lie in simply inspecting figures or their concepts but rather in 
constructing figures according to a priori concepts. Mathematics only yields 
apodictic knowledge since it concerns objects we construct a priori in the 
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mind and whose properties we then discover. Mathematical knowledge 
has a priori certainty since it necessarily follows from what we put into the 
figure. So, to take Kant’s example, we can determine with certainty the 
properties of an isosceles triangle that we construct in the imagination.” 

Kant makes a similar but more complex argument with respect to 
natural science, which he then generalizes from science to metaphysics. 
The main difference between mathematics and physics is that the former 
deals only with objects it constructs, but the latter is concerned to know 
nature as it is. By “nature,” Kant understands not things in themselves, 
which must remain unknown, but rather things as given in experience 
and determined, as he says, by universal, exceptionless laws. He distin- 
guishes between empirical science, which derives empirical laws from 
experience, and what he calls pure natural science, his term for theoretical 
science. The latter is concerned with a so-called “universal natural science” 
preceding empirical physics, and which formulates apodictic propositions 
that it prescribes to nature. Kant, who is in this respect his own worst 
enemy, gives as examples the propositions that substance is permanent 
and that every event has a single identifiable cause. These claims were 
widely believed in Kant’s time but were later abandoned.” Since such 
laws are formulated a priori, nature as given in experience must necessarily 
conform to them.” 

How is it that we can successfully formulate exceptionless laws of nature 
on an a priori basis? Kant’s answer seems to be that we do this through 
the successful application of mathematics, whose objects are a priori, to 
nature. His most interesting example is arguably the difference in the con- 
tributions of Copernicus and of Newton to modern science. Philosophers 
of science and historians of science often regard modern science as begin- 
ning in Galileo’s successful application of mathematics to nature.°' For Kant, 
on the contrary, modern science begins with Copernicus’s revolutionary 
change from the Ptolemaic geocentric to a heliocentric conception of the 
solar system. 

As an empirical astronomer, Copernicus introduced his astronomical 
theory on a posteriori grounds as a mere hypothesis. What for Copernicus 
was no more than a hypothesis was, Kant suggests, later proven by Newton. 
This model suggests that the same scientific problems can be approached 
either empirically, that is, a posteriori, or theoretically, that is, a priori. A 
problem which yields only a hypothetical solution based on experience can 
be definitively solved through an a priori approach. For Kant, Newton’s 
discovery of gravitation transformed what for Copernicus is merely a kinetic 
approach into a dynamic solution. In a famous footnote, Kant writes: 
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In the same way, the central laws of the motion of the heavenly bodies 
established with certainty what Copernicus assumed at the beginning only 
as a hypothesis, and at the same time they proved the invisible force (of 
Newtonian attraction) that binds the universe, which would have remained 
forever undiscovered if Copernicus had not ventured, in a manner contra- 
dictory to the senses yet true, to seek for the observed movements not in 
the objects of the heavens but in the observer.” 


Kant’s answer to how Newton solves the problem lies in reading 
Newton against himself. In the General Scholium to Principia Mathem- 
atica, Newton famously claims not to go beyond experience and, hence, 
not to make hypotheses. He just as famously admits he is not able to 
explain the origin of gravitation other than by entertaining a hypothesis, 
which cannot be deduced from the phenomena.®* This is tantamount to 
admitting that, and though he eschews hypotheses of any kind, his own 
proposed solution remains tentative, hence hypothetical, and in any case 
insufficient to solve the problem. Kant suggests, on the contrary, that 
Newton is successful in definitively solving the problem since he in effect 
applies mathematics to nature on an a priori plane in formulating the 
great inverse square law of gravitation. In an important passage, Kant 
draws attention to the geometrical properties of a circle in arguing for 
continuity between mathematics and the laws of physical nature. Since 
the argument is very technical, we need not follow it in detail. Kant’s 
insight can be informally paraphrased in the following way. If we con- 
sider the circle as a conic section, then the rectangles of the segments 
stand in a constant ratio. In continuing to generalize, we discover that the 
inverse square, which is the direct physical analogue of the mathematical 
observation about conic sections, applies to the whole of nature. On 
this basis, Kant immediately infers that not only does nature rest on laws 
which can be cognized a priori, but in the law of gravitation Newton has 
in fact successfully discovered just such a law. 


Kant’s Copernican Revolution, Science, 
and Metaphysics 


Kant’s argument hardly seems conclusive. It scarcely follows that if we 
successfully apply mathematics to nature, we have discovered a law which 
is, to use his own words, necessarily inherent in the very nature of things. 
It remains unclear whether the laws formulated by scientists studying 
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nature are appropriate fictions, inductive generalizations, approximations 
to what exists, descriptions of reality as it is, and so on. Yet Kant goes 
further than Newton in making a stronger claim. He feels confident in 
generalizing the constructive principle underlying his approach both to 
mathematics and science and to metaphysics, understood as theory of 
knowledge in general. 

His generalization, which is the heart of the so-called Kantian “Coper- 
nican revolution” in philosophy, includes two moments. Negatively, there is, 
as one might expect, an argument against any form of representationalism. 
For it is only if representationalism fails to know the mind-independent 
world as it is that it becomes interesting to formulate an alternative 
approach which precisely argues for knowledge while abandoning this 
central goal. Positively, it provides a view of a very different strategy for 
knowledge which makes no pretense to know the world as it is. 

Kant’s argument, once again, depends on evaluating earlier approaches 
to knowledge and suggesting an alternative approach. One possibility, 
which has often been tried, but which for Kant misfires in any possible 
form, is to make knowledge depend on an appropriate grasp of the inde- 
pendent object. For a representationalist, this means that we grasp mind- 
independent objects through our representations of them. Yet efforts so 
far to work out this kind of approach have failed. The solution, Kant sug- 
gests, lies in reversing the relation between subject and object, knower 
and known. Instead of having the subject depend on the object, we must 
make the object depend on the subject. More precisely, if the knowing 
subject can determine how the object must be experienced apart from 
and prior to experience, then a priori knowledge, for Kant the only type 
of knowledge worthy of the name, will be possible. In a simple, but 
stunning passage, which encompasses both moments of the argument, 
and which deserves to be cited at length, Kant writes: 


Up to now it has been assumed that all our cognition must conform to the 
objects; but all attempts to find out something about the a priori through 
concepts that would extend our cognition have, on this presupposition, 
come to nothing. Hence let us once try whether we do not get farther with 
the problems of metaphysics by assuming that the objects must conform to 
our cognition, which would agree better with the requested possibility of 
an a priori cognition of them, which is to establish something about objects 
before they are given to us. 


The argument Kant states here shows he has changed his mind on a 
basic point: the promise of a representational approach to knowledge. 
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This argument refutes the representationalism central to his formulation 
of the problem of knowledge in the Herz letter. Kant here relies on his 
analysis of epistemological practice as the basis of epistemological theory. 
He offers two historical examples to support his approach. Both examples 
focus on a conception of the subject as active in responding to the un- 
stated, but obviously central question of how objects can conform to our 
cognition. Kant’s solution lies in claiming that the subject constructs the 
object; more precisely, that the knowing subject constructs what it knows 
according to structures of the human mind. As a direct result, the object 
we seek to know is “transparent” to, hence knowable by, human subjects. 
Kant’s insight is that we can know only what we “make,” “construct,” or 
“produce.” One example, which is more recent, concerns the applica- 
tion of mathematics to nature early in the seventeenth century which 
quickly led on to Newtonian mechanics. The other, which is older, serves 
to justify the application of the general term “Copernican revolution in 
philosophy” to Kant’s critical philosophy. 

The first example concerns recent scientific practice. Kant, who refers to 
early seventeenth-century scientific figures such as Galileo, Torricelli, and 
Stahl, observes that, in a famous phrase, “reason has insight only into that 
which it produces according to its own design.”® This example illustrates 
the conclusion that since cognition cannot successfully conform to objects, 
objects must conform to our cognition in providing a successful instance 
in modern science. 

Kant’s second, more interesting example lies in his analysis of the 
respective contributions of Copernicus and Newton to modern science. 
Philosophers, philosophers of science, and historians of science usually 
see modern science as beginning in Galileo’s successful application of 
mathematics to nature.” As Kant reads the history of modern science, 
Copernicus only turned to his heliocentric model when he found the 
then standard, geocentric model insufficient to explain the movements of 
the planets. According to Copernicus, who was working with a theory of 
relative motion, observed movement is due to movement either of the 
object or of the observer, or both. Since we are located on the surface of 
the earth, its motion will be reflected in the motions of the planets as 
they revolve around the sun.® 

Kant, who did work in planetary astronomy early in his career, would 
have been familiar with at least the main lines of the Copernican theory, 
whether or not he was directly familiar with the Copernican texts. Coper- 
nicus was faced with a choice of explaining the motions of the planets in 
one of two ways. The first possibility was based on the assumption that 
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we must fit our theories, or cognition, to the object. This approach com- 
mits us to a representational theory of knowledge. The second possibility 
was to make the solar system revolve around the observer on the very 
different assumption that the objects, or motions of the planets, must 
conform to our cognition. Long before Kant, Copernicus chose to make 
knowledge depend on the observer since he was unsuccessful in explaining 
the motions of the planets on the assumption that knowledge depends 
on knowing an independent object. Kant now explicitly links the Coper- 
nican innovation in celestial astronomy with his constructivist approach 
to natural science in writing: 


This would be just like the first thoughts of Copernicus, who, when he did 
not make good progress in the explanation of the celestial motions if he 
assumed that the entire celestial host revolves around the observer, tried to 
see if he might not have greater success if he made the observer revolve 
and left the stars at rest. Now in metaphysics we can try in a similar way 
regarding the intuition of objects. If intuition has to conform to the con- 
stitution of the objects, then I do not see how we can know anything of 
them a priori; but if the object (as an object of the senses) conforms to the 
constitution of our faculty of intuition, then I can very well represent this 


possibility to myself. 


Kant’s Copernican Revolution in 
Philosophy and Metaphysics 


The moral of this line of reasoning is that we cannot know an independ- 
ent object since, if it is independent, there is no epistemological link to 
it; but we can know objects we ourselves construct. Kant now generalizes 
this claim to metaphysics, or theory of knowledge in general. Its possibil- 
ity, according to Kant, lies in showing that we know objects we construct, 
where the idea of construction remains to be specified. More generally, 
Kant now gives up the approach that to know means to uncover, discover, 
or reveal what is in favor of the alternative view that to know means to 
construct, produce, or make what we know. We recall that since the 
mind-independent world is independent of us, we cannot know it. We 
know only the world as it is given in experience, or empirical reality, which, 
Kant argues, is in effect constructed by us as a condition of knowing it. 

The idea that we know only what we construct suggests that a concep- 
tion of metaphysical unity lies at the basis of metaphysics. In the Kantian 
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approach, since the knowing subject knows what it constructs, it knows 
itself in the form of externality. In other words, there is a unity in dif- 
ference between subject and object, knower and known, in virtue of which 
the knower knows the object, which is itself under the form of otherness. 
Knowledge depends on a deep unity underlying all diversity. This inference, 
which follows directly from Kant’s Copernican turn, is later developed in 
post-Kantian German idealism, which is often referred to as a philosophy 
of identity Udentitatsphilosophie). 

Kant’s conception of the subject is central to his critical philosophy. It 
is obvious that a theory which depends for knowledge on the subject’s 
construction of the object centers on the subject. Kant, who refers to the 
subject through an infelicitous term as the “synthetic unity of appercep- 
tion,””° clearly says that it is the highest point of the understanding, logic, 
and transcendental philosophy, in short the terminus a quo, the rational 
origin of his entire position, the logical starting point of the critical 
philosophy.” 

Kant’s conception of the subject is a large and complicated topic. The 
easiest generalization is that with respect to the subject he is in part close 
to Descartes but resolutely opposed to Locke, and, through him, to other 
British empiricists, particularly Hume. Descartes proposes a two-fold con- 
ception of the subject as both the spectator of all that is and an actor in 
the world. The Cartesian subject is both in the world and, as its condition, 
transcendent to it. Locke and other British empiricists feature an anthro- 
pological view of the subject-related theories of human knowledge. Like 
such later thinkers as Frege and Husserl, Kant was strongly opposed to 
what later came to be called psychologism, roughly the reduction of logical 
processes to psychological processes. Kant strongly favors anti-psychologism. 
He specifically criticizes Locke for his alleged “physiology of the human 
understanding.””” Kant also rejects the Humean so-called “bundle” view 
of the subject — roughly the idea that there is nothing like an unchange- 
able subject but only a series of fleeting impressions — in claiming that 
the single subject of all experience is, as he says, “one and the same.””* In 
rejecting any form of philosophical anthropology, Kant defends a minimal 
subject, reduced to its sole epistemological capacity, a subject which, as 
he says, “must be able to accompany all my representations.””* 

The Kantian subject of knowledge is both active and passive. It is 
passive with respect to the raw input, which comes from without and which 
becomes the content of knowledge, and active with respect to working 
it up into what becomes the output. Kant, who for the first time draws a 
consistent distinction between sensation and perception, argues that the 
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subject is affected through sensation, or the sensory manifold, whose 
contents are suitably transformed into objects we perceive, experience, 
and know. The transformation from mere unprocessed sensory content 
to perceptual object occurs through the application of the categories, or 
pure concepts of the understanding, which Kant claims to deduce. The 
deduction of the categories is a central part of the argument. Kant, who 
is aware of preceding efforts at a categorial interpretation of experience, 
criticizes Aristotle’s categories as a mere rhapsody — German “Rhapsodie,” 
from “raptein,” meaning “to stitch together.” He criticizes Locke for 
deducing categories from experience but praises Hume, who recognized 
that they must be a priori.”° 

Kant’s deductions in the Critique of Pure Reason, which are more 
elaborate than those in the Critique of Practical Reason and the Critique 
of Judgment, are appallingly obscure and very controversial. Descartes, a 
great mathematician as well as a great philosopher, uses “deduction” in a 
specifically mathematical sense. Though he is aiming to make a priori and 
apodictic claims, Kant oddly employs the term not in an empirical (quid 
facti) but rather in a juridical sense to point to what is lawful, in short to 
what one is entitled to.” There are two deductions, a metaphysical deduc- 
tion which proves the number and type of the categories, and a transcend- 
ental deduction which demonstrates the application of the categories, 
or pure concepts of the understanding, as rules of synthesis serving to 
pull together the contents of the sensory manifold, in a word the sensory 
input, in order to construct objects of experience and knowledge. Kant, 
who was unsatisfied with his initial effort at a transcendental deduction in 
the first edition of his treatise, provides a revised, even more complicated 
version in the second edition. The differences between the deductions 
and the proper way to relate them need not detain us here. Suffice it to 
say that Kant’s consistent aim in all cases lies in rigorously demonstrating 
that a object given in experience must be a unity, which is constructed by 
the operation of the understanding, which is itself unified, according to 
necessary and specifiable rules of synthesis, or categories. To put the point 
otherwise, Kant insists that we can only experience objects as unified”® if 
this unity derives from the application of the categories to content which 
is given to us in unorganized form.” 

Since I will be contending that in large part the later discussion con- 
sists in a series of responses to Kant’s critical philosophy, it will be useful 
to state as simply as possible the position I am attributing to Kant. His 
writings swarm with technical difficulties which are grist for the interpretive 
mill of the specialist. Though the overall theory is less complex than it 
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initially appears, it is not easy but rather unusually difficult to interpret. 
Kant, who is not always a precise writer, offers two very different theories 
of knowledge, one representationalist and one constructivist, which both 
influence the later debate strongly and continuously over more than two 
centuries. Though the technical details are forbidding, the basic outline, 
common to both theories, is surprisingly simple. The fundamental struc- 
ture, which is shared by both, is the scenario of an interaction in which a 
cognitive subject, which stands outside experience, is affected on the 
sensory level by an unknown, or transcendental, object, which also stands 
outside experience. In processing the sensory input, the subject “con- 
structs” objects it experiences and knows. The objects of experience, 
which are given to us as phenomena, can be understood in two ways. 
One is that they represent objects, in which case they are appearances of 
a reality located outside experience, what Kant calls things in themselves. 
The other is that they are mere phenomena, which can be and are known 
as they are. From the representationalist side, Kant claims to represent 
the way things really are in independence of us, in linking knowledge to 
independent reality. Yet from the constructivist side, he claims no more 
than to know the empirical world we experience in rejecting any and all 
cognitive claims to surpass experience. In different ways the later discussion 
of knowledge continues to dialogue with both aspects of Kant’s critical 
philosophy. 


Kant, Hegel, and the Historical Turn 


Kant is not only a great thinker; he is also enormously influential, and his 
influence more than two centuries after his death shows no signs of 
decreasing. The later discussion, as already noted, can be understood as a 
series of reactions to Kant. It may be useful to mention here one feature 
of his position which has attracted particular attention, since I will return 
to it in the last chapter. 

In his very original position Kant simply follows the well-known, tradi- 
tional ahistorical approach to knowledge. There seem to be at least three 
reasons for Kant’s adoption of an ahistorical conception of claims to 
know. One is certainly the weight of tradition. A historical conception of 
knowledge is specifically modern. With the signal exception of Vico, 
whom, as noted above, Kant seems not to have known, there were no 
strong figures in the debate prior to Kant who took a historical view of 
epistemology. 
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A second reason is the obvious incompatibility between Kant’s claim 
to know with certainty and a conception of knowledge as a mere historical 
variable. Kant’s representationalism provides a form of the familiar meta- 
physical realist claim to know the world as it really is, which appears to be 
incompatible with the very idea that the world, hence knowledge, changes 
over time. Though Kant was by no means ignorant of history, he believes 
that problems of knowledge can be and in fact are solved in a way that 
need never later be revised. 

The third reason is Kant’s commitment to an anti-psychologistic con- 
ception of epistemology. His transcendental analysis is clearly intended to 
discover the conditions of experience and knowledge of objects for all 
rational beings, including human beings, as distinguished from a descrip- 
tion of how human beings in fact come to know. The former study 
belongs to the logic of knowledge, so to speak, whereas the latter, which 
Kant rejects as an adequate approach, belongs to psychology. 

All of this changes in Kant’s wake, in which a series of post-Kantian 
German idealists transform his position in an effort to carry it forward 
from where its author left it in the critical philosophy. Two centrally 
important changes in post-Kantian German idealism are the formulation 
of a drastically revised view of the subject as early as Fichte, and, as a 
direct result, a turn to history in both Fichte and Schelling, which is 
enormously deepened in Hegel, the most historical of all the German 
idealists. 

The theme of the subject is in fact a series of complex, difficult, and 
interrelated questions. To understand Fichte’s transformation of the 
Kantian view of the subject, we can look at the typical modern insistence 
on subjectivity as the necessary passage to objectivity. Descartes proposes 
a dual theory of the subject both as a mere passive epistemological spec- 
tator of all that is, who is outside the world but seeks to know it, and, on 
the contrary, as an actor, in the world. Kant develops a version of the 
former view. In rejecting the Kantian reduction of the subject of know- 
ledge to its mere epistemological capacities, Fichte rethinks the subject as 
finite human being within the social context. The result is to revive a 
version of the underdeveloped Cartesian actor theory. 

Fichte’s revision of the Kantian subject is closely linked to a turn to 
history. Though Kant follows historical events, throughout his writings even 
in the texts left unpublished at his death he maintains a rigorous separation 
between history and philosophy, between fact and knowledge.*° He con- 
sciously insists on knowledge, hence philosophy, as surpratemporal, hence 
as ahistorical. This conception of knowledge as ahistorical immediately 
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breaks down in the reformulated view of the subject as a finite human 
being within context. 

Kant is an anti-contextualist who holds that knowledge is independent 
of context; Fichte is a contextualist who insists that all cognitive claims 
finally depend on context. Since contexts change, there is no way to sep- 
arate finally between context and history, between knowledge which is 
socially determined and knowledge which is historically conditioned. 

Fichte never gives a coherent form to his view of history, which receives 
its first systematic treatment in German idealism in Schelling’s System of 
Transcendental Idealism (1800). In this influential work, among other 
themes Schelling works out a theory of the relation of art and history. 
The historical turning quickly becomes central for Hegel, who is, even in 
his earliest writings, concerned “to think life,”*' which is inseparable from 
history. In his mature writings, Hegel works out a theory of knowledge 
as intrinsically historical. He understands philosophy not as transcendent 
to but rather as fully integrated within its historical moment. For Hegel, 
philosophy is nothing other than its historical moment captured in 
thought.” His resolutely historical view of philosophy is tightly linked to 
a historical conception of knowledge that is taken up by such figures as 
Marx, Dilthey, Cassirer, and Croce before largely disappearing from the 
debate. We will return to this point below. 


3 


On Marxism in the 
Twentieth Century 


In sketching the philosophical movements of the twentieth century, we 
will begin with Marxism, which, more than any other main philosophical 
tendency in the last century, needs to make a case for its importance, for 
its worth, other than on political grounds, as a philosophical approach 
which should still be taken seriously. Its perceived significance has greatly 
altered as a result of the political changes of the twentieth century. There 
was a time when it seemed to be central in the political arena and in the 
philosophical arena as well. During several decades after the Russian 
Revolution, Marxism enjoyed about the same status as an official philo- 
sophy in communist countries as Thomism has continued to enjoy within 
the Catholic Church since the late nineteenth century. After the Second 
World War, the Frankfurt School and Heidegger were widely regarded as 
of roughly equal importance in the German-language debate. Yet Marxism’s 
fortunes changed rapidly as a result of the dramatic transformation of the 
political situation late in the last century. The rapid, unforeseen, and 
irreversible disintegration of the Soviet Union cast its main philosophical 
tendency into disrepute from which it has not recovered, nor is it likely 
ever to do so. It is, then, not surprising that T. I. Oizerman, the very 
capable main spokesman for Soviet Marxism over several decades as an 
approach able to meet any and all philosophical challenges, the author of 
many important books in this domain,’ has recently adopted a softer, 
more conciliatory line in admitting that, perhaps, after all, the separation 
between Marxism and utopia is not complete. 

The problem of demonstrating that, despite its relation to politics, 
Marxism is philosophically important is not unique to this tendency. But 
at least for Marxism, it is posed in unusually focused fashion. One of 
the main philosophical fictions is that somehow philosophy could really 
be above the hurly-burly, hence independent of its surroundings. At 
least since Plato, philosophy has always pretended to be unaffected by 
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the surrounding world, but indispensable for the good life. This found- 
ing myth of the Western philosophical community has never seemed 
more doubtful than at present. Few observers now think of philosophy 
either as a unique source of knowledge or even as very useful outside 
the academy. When we are called upon to act in the great struggles of 
our time, philosophers seem to have little relevant to say and often not to 
be very interested in historical events. It further seems doubtful that 
philosophers or indeed philosophy is independent of the historical 
context. 

All segments of philosophy are inevitably responsive to social, political, 
economic, and other changes, such as war, revolution, and scientific dis- 
coveries. The emergence, rise, and fall of different theories, even their 
ability to attract scholarly attention, is probably never wholly independent 
of what else is happening. The reciprocal relation between philosophy 
and its surroundings is manifest in the attraction of philosophers toward 
the political realm as well as its influence on the philosophical debate. 
Socrates’ conviction that the unexamined life is not worth living suggests 
that the philosopher must leave the library or at least pay attention to the 
surrounding world. More more than two thousand years later it still 
motivates philosophers like the Nazi Heidegger, the Bolshevik Lukács, 
and the democratic liberal Dewey to participate in the life of the city. 
It is not an accident that immediately after the Vietnamese War, in an 
uncertain time, when the myth of an omnipotent but supremely good 
United States was called into doubt, Rorty’s message that there is nothing 
philosophically important to say would garner attention. Yet Marxism, 
which differs from many, perhaps all, other major philosophical movements 
in insisting that philosophy is political, hence never simply neutral, is 
arguably that movement most affected by the sweeping changes of the 
twentieth century. 

Marxism’s philosophical fate has always been tied to the prevailing 
political forces. In Hegel’s wake, it seemed to many that philosophy, 
which supposedly peaked and ended in his thought, changed nothing in 
leaving everything as it was. Hegel’s left-wing students believed that the 
main contemporary task was to link philosophy to practice, or praxis — 
this is the proximate source, in the German idealist tradition, not of the 
problem of theory and praxis, but of the well-known Marxist concern 
with itë — in making theory actually serve human needs. Everyone knows 
Marx’s famous “Eleventh Thesis on Feuerbach”: “The philosophers have 
only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point is to change it.”* 
Marx formulates this view with the specific political intent of surpassing 
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mere interpretation through action. He seems to suppose, in drawing 
attention to this distinction, that interpretation can be brought to an end 
through action. Attention to the relation of theory to practice is a central 
theme for Marx and, building on his position, in Marxism. 

Marxism includes a changing series of political and philosophical 
doctrines which are difficult, perhaps not fully possible, to separate. The 
interest of Marxism as a way in principle to transform philosophy into 
an effective social force attracted many followers in the last half of the 
nineteenth century. This continued in the twentieth century until it was 
called into question by the end of the cold war. Most of the twentieth 
century was taken up by a stern confrontation between the Soviet Union, 
the eastern bloc countries, as well as China, on one side, and Western 
countries led by the United States, on the other. This political confronta- 
tion was reflected through Marxism, which, as a direct consequence of 
the Bolshevik Revolution, came to power in Russia and then throughout 
Eastern Europe and China. During the 1960s, the tardy publication and 
intensive discussion of some of Marx’s unpublished early writings, espe- 
cially the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts, also known as the Paris 
Manuscripts of 1844, sparked an important debate on Marxist humanism.° 
It seemed then that Marxism, or at least a certain form of Marxism, 
offered a viable alternative to other, more traditional types of philosophy. 
Yet the political demise of the Soviet Union produced a conceptual turn 
away from Marxism as if it had nothing to say, and as if it had only been 
a kind of political fantasy that no one ever should have accepted. Thus 
the same Leszek Kolakowski who earlier called attention to the epistemo- 
logical promise of Marxism‘ later attempted, in his self-appointed role as 
Marxism’s historian and gravedigger, to unmask it as nothing more than 
a giant mistake, a mere tragic error.” 

If, as I believe, no single approach has a philosophical monopoly, then 
a reliable estimate of Marxism’s importance, or at least of its philo- 
sophical importance, seems to lie somewhere between the two extremes. 
Marxism was never, as Lukacs famously claimed, the single royal road 
leading to all the problems and solutions confronting capitalism? — 
according to Lukacs all the problems of capitalism point to the structure of 
commodities, hence to Marx’s theory of modern industrial society — and 
it is not, as Kolakowski later came to believe, a merely political movement 
devoid of philosophical interest. In taking a more moderate approach, 
this chapter will depict Marxism as a specific philosophic approach which 
has a legitimate claim to figure in the main quartet of leading tendencies 
of the period. 
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Marx, Marxism, and Feuerbach 


I will be focusing here on Marxist philosophy, which is a subset of 
Marxism, which has always claimed to speak in Marx’s name. Marx is not 
only one of the most important philosophers’ but also a seminal intellectual 
whose precise field is as difficult to delimit as his immense influence, 
which stretches from philosophy through economics in passing by literary 
studies, anthropology, psychology, sociology to philosophy of science, 
psychoanalysis and countless other fields. Marxism is, or at least once was 
before its sudden collapse, a vast, sprawling conceptual continent, including 
at the very least all of the above. 

Marxism is a diverse movement composed of intellectuals and others, 
including political figures, who claim conceptual allegiance to the thought 
of Karl Marx. During the period of Marxist political hegemony, the un- 
comfortably close relation between Marxist philosophy and politics made 
it possible for political figures like Lenin or even Stalin to pretend to 
be philosophers of the highest rank. It also sometimes exposed Marxist 
philosophers to political repercussions if they deviated from whatever 
shifting political line was at a given moment regarded as politically 
orthodox. Thus Lukács, who published History and Class Consciousness 
in 1923, was obliged, when Lenin’s Materialism and Empiriocriticism 
(1908) became known in the West in the very next year, to perform 
public criticism of his own work. 

Twentieth-century Marxism is a variation on a theme which originates 
in the second half of the nineteenth century. Marxism, which authorizes 
itself to speak for Marx — Lenin defines “Marxism” as “the system of the 
views and teachings of Karl Marx”™ — was invented by Friedrich Engels, 
Marx’s close friend, staunch political colleague, longtime financial sup- 
porter, and tendentious editor of his unpublished writings. There is a 
widespread, deep-seated tendency in Marxism to blur any differences 
between Marx and Marxism, which naturally creates the erroneous im- 
pression that they are one and the same. Yet, philosophically speaking, 
they are not only different but often utterly opposed. There is no altern- 
ative to distinguishing between Marx and Marxism in order to under- 
stand philosophical Marxism. A brief way to describe the difference is to 
say that though the political views of Marx and Engels coincide, their 
philosophical views, which interest us here, are very different, arguably 
obviously antithetical. Marx belongs by inclination and training to the 
great German idealist tradition from which he can only be distinguished 
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on political grounds. Engels today would be understood to belong to the 
positivist camp. 

Marx, like Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, was one of the three most 
important figures in the reaction against Hegel after his passing. Like 
Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, Marx disdained the appellation “philosophy” 
for his own writings. He was trained as a philosopher — he held a Ph.D. 
awarded in 1841 for a dissertation “On the Difference in the Epicurean and 
Democritean Philosophy of Nature” — at a time when Hegel still largely 
dominated the debate. Marx was thoroughly steeped in Hegel. He claimed 
to have read all Hegel’s writings as a teenager.'? Though he criticizes 
Hegel, he continues to think within a Hegelian framework, against which 
he rebels but which he very usefully appropriates for his own purposes. 
As noted in chapter 1, after Hegel’s passing, his school split into different 
fragments, including the Hegelian right, which defended a theological 
reading of his writings, and the Hegelian left, also called the Young 
Hegelians, who, from a vantage point opposed to religion, accepted the 
right-wing reading of Hegel as correct and rejected it.'* Marx belonged 
to the Hegelian left. Hegelian logical categories are everywhere present 
in his masterpiece, the first volume of Capital (1867), the only one Marx 
was able to finish before he died in 1883.'* Engels, who did not have 
formal philosophical training, was at best a gifted amateur, with a weak 
understanding of the key concepts of German idealism, a tradition he 
pretended to know and clearly rejected. Marx’s main ideas are continuous 
with classical German philosophy, to which at least philosophically he 
clearly belongs. Engels, who is much closer to what is now called scientism, 
is concerned, as Popper later was,'* with drawing a line between philosophy 
and science while aligning Marxism with the latter. He also has a gift for 
a simple, even a simplistic, statement of both the problem and its solution. 
Since Marx wrote the turgid prose of the German professor he never 
became, Engels continues to attract readers who desire an easy way into 
hard topics. 

The Marxist tradition considers Marx to be a political economist and 
Engels to be a philosopher. In a speech at Marx’s grave, Engels credited 
Marx with discovering the law of motion of modern society.'® Engels, 
who only studied philosophy for a short time — in 1841 he attended 
some of Schelling’s lectures at the same time as Kierkegaard — wrote a 
number of semi-popular philosophical texts. They include Herr Eugen 
Diihring’s Revolution in Science (1878), often and not inaccurately known 
as Anti-Dühring,” a polemical work directed against a contemporary 
German professor; the unfinished Philosophy of Nature, in which Engels, 
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like Hegel, but unlike Marx, extends dialectic to nature; Ludwig Feuerbach 
and the Outcome of Classical German Philosophy, a slim brochure in which 
he broke with German idealism; and a small contribution to The German 
Ideology, a work which contains the best exposition of the canonical 
Marxist view of ideology, 

Ludwig Feuerbach, who was a contemporary left Hegelian figure, is 
important in the post-Hegelian transition. He was initially a follower and 
then later a strong critic of Hegel, whose philosophical and theological 
views influenced Marx. In his effort to come to grips with Hegel, Marx was 
attracted by such Feuerbachian writings as Preliminary Theses for the Reform 
of Philosophy (1842) and Foundations of the Philosophy of the Future 
(1843),’? which are explicitly empiricist-materialist in character. Today 
Feuerbach is known less for his interesting philosophical contributions 
than for his influential contribution to theology, especially The Essence of 
Christianity.” The right Hegelians view Hegel as a basically religious 
thinker. Yet in the Phenomenology of Spirit he develops an anthropological 
perspective to religion in suggesting the thesis, more familiar in Freud’s 
view of religion as an illusion,” that religion is a human conception, 
created by human beings, in which we know only ourselves.” Though 
Feuerbach studied Hegel carefully, he failed to detect Hegel’s deep critique 
of orthodox Christianity in favor of an anthropological approach to reli- 
gion. As a theologian, Feuerbach builds on the work of D. F. Strauss. 
The latter, who began as a Hegelian, quickly turned to study of the 
records of Jesus’ life. Strauss’s famous two-volume work, The Life of Jesus 
Critically Examined (1835-6),”* resulted in public criticism leading to the 
loss of his job at the University of Tiibingen. Strauss argues the Gospels 
are not direct evidence of historical events, but rather the record of human 
efforts to understand something transcending our finite historical condi- 
tion. They are not evidence of the divine but rather evidence of the history 
of what is sometimes called human expression not very different from 
myths, legends, epics, in short merely another form of literature. In his 
famous study of The Essence of Christianity (1841),* following the lead 
of Hegel and Strauss, Feuerbach employs transformational criticism — he 
exchanges subject and predicate — in contending that God does not create 
human beings, they create Him. 

In an early article, “Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy 
of Right: Introduction” (1843), Marx follows Hegel, Feuerbach, and others 
in claiming that human being is the “root” of God. Yet he goes even 
further in claiming that man is the root of man.’ Marx here adopts an 
anthropological perspective that he will conserve throughout all his later 
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writings. In the Paris Manuscripts of 1844, he credits Feuerbach with 
being the first thinker to show that philosophy is only a form of religion,” 
and he adopts Feuerbach’s conception of the species-essence in his brilliant 
account of alienation.” This is not to say, however, that Marx is wholly 
uncritical, and in the “Theses on Feuerbach” he criticizes the form of 
materialism he attributes to Feuerbach as static and inadequate to grasp 
human practice.”® 


Marxism and Engels’s Feuerbach 


Marxism was largely shaped by Engels’s very different, negative reaction 
to German idealism and his positive reaction to Feuerbach, understood 
as a critic of Hegel and, by extension, of German idealism. Feuerbach, 
who began as a Hegelian, was knowledgeable about Hegel’s position. 
Engels was less knowledgeable but more critical. In simple terms, Engels 
follows but alters Feuerbach’s own informed critique of Hegel in reject- 
ing German idealism and philosophy while claiming to solve the very real 
problems of philosophy through Marxism. 

The very slim volume on Feuerbach — it runs to only about fifty pages 
— was composed by Engels after Marx’s death as a series of articles in Die 
Zeit (1886) and quickly republished in book form (1888). This text was 
influential in stating Engels’s view of his friend’s legacy in easy, bite-size 
form with a touching simplicity utterly devoid of philosophical nuance, 
but hugely influential on generations of Marxists unable or unwilling to 
read Marx’s own often difficult but infinitely more rewarding texts. Marx 
famously said that religion is the opium of the masses. Engels, pretend- 
ing to expound Marx’s position, presents in fact a mere travesty which 
substitutes a series of banalities creating for the unwary the conceptual 
equivalent of a drug-induced stupor in place of genuine philosophical 
insight. 

In the very short foreword, Engel cites Marx’s Preface in A Contribution 
to the Critique of Political Economy (1859), where the latter talks about 
“our view,” that is, “Marx’s materialist conception of history,” in opposi- 
tion to “the ideological view of German philosophy.” Despite their com- 
mon desire to settle accounts with post-Hegelian philosophy, including 
“Hegel,” they never were able to do so in the form of “a comprehensive, 
connected account.””” 

Engels’s suggestion that Marx and he share a single non-ideological 
view of philosophy as ideology implies that there is in fact a shared view, 
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that it is not ideological, and that there is in fact a break with Hegel and 
philosophy. Suffice it to say that Marx, who, despite what Engels says, 
never breaks either with Hegel or with philosophy, does not share Engels’s 
philosophical position. Marxism is and always has been highly ideological, 
which says nothing about Marx’s position. There is further no demon- 
strable break between Marx and Hegel. It is more accurate to say that 
Marx, like every major thinker, criticizes important predecessors in working 
out his own position, but that, despite claims to the contrary, his position 
remains within the framework of the debate leading from Kant through 
Hegel to Marx. It follows that Marx’s position is not extra-philosophical, 
but, rather, belongs to German idealism. 

Engels provides his account of German philosophy in the body of his 
book on Feuerbach. In referring to the famous, enigmatic statement in 
the Philosophy of Right — “All that is real is rational; and all that is rational 
is real”? — Engels begins by depicting Hegel, without argument, as an 
unabashed supporter of the contemporary political repression.*' The main 
thrust of his effort consists in turning Hegel against Hegel. Though the 
Hegelian School has disintegrated, Hegel has still not been refuted. Hegel, 
who suggests that all stages of development are merely transitory, also sug- 
gests that in his system all contradictions have been resolved and history 
has come to an end.” “But if all contradictions are once for all disposed 
of, we shall have arrived at so-called absolute truth — world history will 
be at an end.”** This is a claim Hegel never makes and is based on a mis- 
understanding of his position. Nonetheless, it has acquired a life of its 
own in the literature. It is later echoed in Kojéve’s Marxist reading of 
Hegel (who first located the end of history in Napoleon, and later in 
post-war Japan), and then it arises in more simplistic form in Fukuyama’s 
conviction that Ronald Reagan defeated communism and brought his- 
tory to an end.** 

In correctly observing that Hegel’s position has important political 
implications that have not so far been realized, Engels implies that in 
refuting Hegel it will be possible to turn the latter’s system against him. 
In Hegel, Engels contends, philosophy itself terminates, for two reasons. 
Hegel sums up the prior development and shows us how to go beyond 
philosophical systems, which are merely transitory, to “real positive know- 
ledge,” Engels’s term for scientific cognition.** The difference between 
Hegel and philosophy, on the one hand, and science, on the other, can be 
seen with respect to nature. For Hegel, nature is merely the other of the 
Idea. In contending, on the contrary, that for materialism only nature is 
real, Engels anticipates later Anglo-American physicalist and extentionalist 
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efforts to restrict meaningful statements to those relating only to the 
spatio-temporal world. Feuerbach’s revolutionary importance lies in the 
transition from idealism to materialism, which refutes philosophy in re- 
establishing nature as independent and simply destroying the (Hegelian) 
“system.”°° Engels’s point is that if philosophy culminates in Hegel, and 
if Hegel is refuted by Feuerbach, then philosophy is over. Yet to sustain 
this argument, it would need to be shown that Feuerbach has success- 
fully criticized Hegel. 

Engels, who makes this assumption, argues, in terms of the distinction 
between idealism and materialism, that there is a watershed question 
opposing philosophy and science. All philosophy turns on the relation of 
“thinking and being.”*” It would obviously be considerably easier to 
come to grips with philosophy as a whole if the amazing profusion of 
different theories could be reduced to no more than a single theme with 
only two possible attitudes, yes and no, true and false, spirit or nature, 
materialism or idealism. In that case, it would suffice to ask someone 
a simple question (“which side are you on?”) to close the debate. Engels, 
who is interested in cognition, is concerned with whether thought can 
know being. He sees philosophers as divided on the question of know- 
ledge — for Hegel we know the world but for Hume and Kant, whom 
he lumps together as skeptics, we cannot know it. Engels takes the view 
that knowledge is the result of the proper attitude toward nature. In 
a very crude passage, which reveals his misunderstanding of Kant, he 
writes that “practice, namely experiment and industry,” suffices to show 
us what is correct, which brings him close to pragmatism, and puts 
“an end to the Kantian ungraspable ‘thing-in-itself’.”** Conversely, there 
are definitive answers to scientific questions. For instance, in observing 
that Leverrier’s calculation of the orbit of Pluto, later discovered by 
Galle, proves the Copernican system,*” Engels echoes Kant’s view of 
Newton. 

Engels reads Feuerbach as reformulating Hegelian idealism in a mater- 
ialist manner. In observing that the Hegelian idealistic system is an 
inverted materialism, he echoes Marx’s famous observation that, to find 
the rational core of dialectic, it must be inverted. 


The mystification which dialectic suffers in Hegel’s hands by no means 
prevents him from being the first to present the general form of its work- 
ing in a comprehensive and conscious manner. With him it is standing on 
its head. It must be turned right side up again, if you would discover the 


rational kernel within the mystical shell.*° 
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Engels attributes to Feuerbach a supposed transition from idealism to 
materialism in which philosophy is left behind while the resources of 
Hegel’s system are effectively marshalled. But Feuerbach, who never 
l stopped short of 
an adequate materialism. Since he conflates natural processes and history, 


wholly overcame his earlier commitment to idealism,* 


he is lacking a historical view of nature.” 

As proof of his belief that Feuerbach never left idealism wholly behind, 
Engels criticizes the latter’s stance on religion — he wants to perfect, but 
not to abolish, it — and ethics. Up to now he has argued that Feuerbach 
goes beyond Hegel. Now he maintains that, as concerns ethics, Feuerbach 
fails to attain Hegel’s level. Feuerbach’s new religion leads to a cult of 
abstract man that “must be replaced by the science of real men and of 
their historical development,”** which is only a stepping stone on the path 
to an adequate materialism. Though the only important philosopher among 
the left Hegelians, since he remained half-idealist and half-materialist, 
Feuerbach is unable to overcome Hegel. In suggesting that Marx alone 
was able to criticize and overcome Hegel by making the transition to the 
materialist standpoint,* Engels, faithful to his view of the watershed sep- 
arating idealism and materialism, locates Marx, as a non-idealist, firmly in 
the materialist camp. 

Marx overcomes Hegel by overcoming Hegel’s view of dialectic, which 
is an “ideological perversion,”* in favor of concepts as “images of real 
things.”*° In putting forward the idea that knowledge mirrors an inde- 
pendent reality, Engels clearly parts company with Hegel, and with any- 
thing Marx ever says, in restating a reflection theory of knowledge familiar 
in forms of empiricism. This theory was later adopted and made canon- 
ical for Marxism. Engels suggests that knowledge must be knowledge of 
independent objects, or at least of processes concerning them. Dialectic, 
for Engels, is “the science of the general laws of motion, both of the 
external world and of human thought,” and “the dialectic of concepts 
becomes the conscious reflex of the dialectical movement of the real 
world,” resulting from the fact the “the dialectic of Hegel was placed 
upon its head; or rather, turned off its head, on which it was standing, 
and placed upon its feet.”*” The result is to free Hegel’s method from its 
idealist moorings in transforming it into an instrument of revolution 
based on an interpretation of Marx’s suggestion that his own position 
inverts Hegel’s. Engels ends with a sketch of the Marxist conception of 
history which, he claims, puts an end “to philosophy in the realm of 
history”*® 
which in the last instance reflect economic interests.” 


in revealing the general laws governing historical processes, 
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Lukacs, Korsch, Kojéve, and Hegelian Marxism 


Marxism in the twentieth century includes political revolutionaries, acad- 
emic figures, and those, like Lukacs, who at different times and places play 
both roles. Among political figures with often interesting philosophical 
views, the most important are V. I. Lenin and Rosa Luxemburg. Beginning 
with G. V. Plekhanov, Lenin’s teacher, there have been numerous Marxist 
thinkers. A short list might include Karl Korsch, Georg Lukacs, Ernst 
Bloch, Lucien Goldmann, Leszek Kolakowski (who, as noted above, later 
turned violently against Marxism), Antonio Gramsci, Alexandre Kojève, 
Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, for a time Jiirgen 
Habermas, Karel Kosik, and the later Jean-Paul Sartre. Twentieth- 
century Marxism tends to contradict Engels’s version of the Young 
Hegelian view that philosophy has come an end in Hegel in building on 
the very fertile philosophical consequences of the Marxist conflation of 
Marx and Marxism. 

Certainly, Marx and Marxism take different stances on Hegel. Marx 
criticizes, but also appropriates, transforms, and develops Hegelian themes. 
Engels rejects Hegel as incompatible with Marx’s position. One of the 
most interesting developments of twentieth-century Marxism is the rise 
of Hegelian Marxism, which uncovers Marx’s considerable Hegelian roots, 
hidden in the facile Marxist claim that Hegelianism, as ideological, must 
simply be cast aside. Hegel, and the Hegel—Marx relation, have been 
interpreted by a long list of important Marxists and non-Marxists,”’ of 
which the most important Western Marxists are Lukacs, Korsch, and 
Kojève.” Twentieth-century Marxism reflects a struggle for Marx’s legacy 
between Hegelian Marxists, who stress the continuing importance of the 
philosophical dimension, and anti-Hegelian Marxists, such as Louis 
Althusser, who argue for an anti-philosophical conception of Marx’s mature 
position, hence Marxism, as simply beyond philosophy in any form.* 

Hegelian Marxism began in 1923 with the independent, nearly simul- 
taneous publication of books by Lukacs and Korsch. Karl Korsch was a 
German who studied law and philosophy. He took a doctorate in law in 
Jena in 1910, and, after studies in London and membership in the 
Fabian Society, became a member of the German Communist Party, 
from which he was expelled in 1926. Korsch, who remains closest among 
the Hegelian Marxists to Engels, contends in Marxism and Philosophy 
that Marxism aims to abolish bourgeois social reality, and, in the process, 
its ideal component, philosophy.** Noticing the term “critique” in the 
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title of many of Marx’s works, Korsch understands Marxism as carrying 
out trenchant criticism of the economic bases of capitalism. This approach 
takes seriously the idea that the basis of modern industrial society is eco- 
nomic. It understands concrete materialistic dialectic as an integral part of 
revolutionary practice.** In Korsch’s version, Marxism takes the form of 
a specific form of critique aimed at tearing down the walls of bourgeois 
society as the precondition to building socialism. 

Korsch is a gifted but otherwise typical Marxist intellectual. Lukacs 
and Kojève are more gifted but very atypical Marxist intellectuals. Lukács, 
a Hungarian who wrote in German, was trained in Germany, where he 
had ties to Max Weber’s circle in Heidelberg. A polymath, he wrote an 
impressive number of works in philosophy, aesthetics, literature, and lit- 
erary theory. His initial attraction to Kantianism resulted in two books on 
aesthetics before he became interested in Marxism. After his conversion 
to Marxism in 1918, he turned his fertile pen to Marxist themes. His 
famous collection of essays, History and Class Consciousness, mentioned 
above, which appeared in 1923, identified him as the most important 
Marxist philosopher of the Stalinist period. 

Like all of Lukacs’s Marxist writings, this work is a mixture of political 
orthodoxy and philosophical non-orthodoxy. This book centers on a 
famous essay, “Reification and Consciousness of the Proletariat.” In a 
previously mentioned early text, “Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s 
Philosophy of Right: Introduction” (1843), Marx suggests that the im- 
portance of philosophy lies in creating class consciousness leading to 
revolutionary action. Lukacs now develops this idea in applying Marxism 
to the solution of the main philosophical problems. He emphasizes Marx’s 
use of the category of totality, inherited from Hegel, and reification, 
Lukacs’s term for alienation. At a time when Marx’s Paris Manuscripts 
had not yet been published, Lukacs brilliantly infers this latter concept 
from Marx’s later writings. The brilliance of his inference is not dimin- 
ished by his unfortunate conflation, which he later conceded,” under the 
heading of reification, of objectification, as when one “concretizes” one- 
self in what one does, a concept already clear in Hegel,*® and alienation, 
or the various kinds of separation of self from self that Marx famously 
analyzes in the Paris Manuscripts.” 

Lukacs’s main argument concerns his very ingenious effort to justify 
the Marxist view of Marx as solving the problems of philosophy. Lukacs’s 
Kantian reading of German idealism turns on the claim that philosophy 
is inadequate to solve its problems, which are solved on an extra- 
philosophical plane by Marxism. In Lukacs’s narrative, all of German 
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idealism turns on the unsolved problem of the thing in itself. In passing, 
he rejects the reflection theory of knowledge introduced into Marxism 
by Engels and exposes the latter’s misunderstanding of Kant’s thing 
in itself.” The limit of German philosophy lies, according to Lukács, in 
Hegel’s mythological theory of history." This problem, which is insolu- 
ble on a philosophical basis, is solved through Marx’s discovery of the 
proletariat “as the identical subject-object of the social and historical 
processes of evolution.”® In leaving the terrain of bourgeois thought 
behind, on which the greatest bourgeois thinkers struggled in vain, the 
problems of capitalism are solved by proletarian thought. 

Lukacs went on to write numerous other important works, which, while 
often important, never quite reached the level of his early breakthrough 
to Marxism. Notable is a work on The Young Hegel in which he un- 
masked the Marxist claim that Hegel did not understand economics by 
highlighting the important role of political economy in Hegel’s early 
thought. His late, unfinished Ontology of Social Being is an important 
effort to create a Marxist social ontology. He also made major Marxist 
contributions to literary theory” and aesthetics.® 

Lukacs was ambivalent about the choice between the academy and 
political action. In his long career, he was not only active in the Rakosi 
government in 1919, but also over decades a leading academic presence. 
Later Marxists progressively abandon revolutionary action and even a 
revolutionary attitude in adopting more ordinary academic or other pur- 
suits. In Kojève, for instance, Hegelian Marxism entirely loses its revolu- 
tionary ardor in becoming a respectable philosophical approach. Though 
he presented a Marxist (and Heideggerian) interpretation of Hegel, Kojève 
was not interested in revolutionary activity. He later became a civil servant 
of the French government — he died in 1968 during the French student 
revolution while participating in a meeting of the Common Market in 
Brussels. He was also uninterested in demonstrating the correctness of 
various Marxist dogmas about Hegel. This is perhaps the reason why 
Kolakowski, who ranges widely over Marxism in all its forms, has no more 
than a sentence about Kojève in his important three-volume history of 
the Marxist movement.™ 

Alexandre Kojéve (pseud. for Alexandr Kojevnikov) was a naturalized 
Frenchman who left Russia after the Russian Revolution. On the way, he 
spent some eight years in Heidelberg, where he studied with Jaspers and 
acquired a doctorate in philosophy before coming to France. The story is 
well known how when in 1932 Alexandre Koyré, another Russian emigrant 
to France, was obliged to give up teaching his course on Hegel, Kojève, 
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with only a summer to prepare, stepped into the breach with an unpre- 
cedented course on Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, which had not yet been 
translated into French. The impact of those extemporaneous lectures on 
the select group of gifted students, many of whom went on to become lead- 
ing French intellectuals, was simply enormous. It raised Hegel’s profile in 
France to the point where it has been seriously argued that he is the master 
thinker around whom everything in philosophy has turned since that time.® 

Kojéve’s famous course lasted until 1938, when, just as the Second World 
War was about to break out, it ended with the claim, mentioned above, 
that with Napoleon history had come to an end. The manuscript was later 
edited and published by the French poet Raymond Queneau. Kojéve’s 
approach is by turns arbitrary, but often brilliant. An example of his 
arbitrariness is the unsupported, simply mistaken claim that Hegel, Husserl, 
and even Heidegger employ the same phenomenological method.® This 
claim, which is later repeated by Jean Hyppolite, a famous French Hegel 
scholar, and Jacques Derrida, could not be correct since Hegel has no 
method in, say, Husserl’s sense. In his interpretation, Kojéve, who is 
strongly influenced by Feuerbach, stresses philosophical anthropology to 
the point of reading Hegel’s entire treatise through the lens of the 
master-slave relation.“ His analysis contains a number of anachronistic 
elements, such as the interpretation of Hegel’s concept of death in terms 
of Heidegger’s view. 


Horkheimer, Critical Theory, and 
the Frankfurt School 


Engels’s canonical Marxist view that after Hegel philosophy has no spe- 
cifically philosophical role to play is contradicted in Hegelian Marxism. It 
is further contradicted in the Frankfurt School view of social theory. The 
main thinkers grouped under this framework developed a critical social 
theory influenced by Marx and selected Marxists. They were independent 
of political parties and never doctrinaire or mere followers of any thinker, 
trend, or doctrine. 

Much could be said about the relation of the Frankfurt School to the 
period in which it flourished. This School emerged between two World 
Wars, in the aftermath of the Great War, after the collapse of the working- 
class movement, the transformation of the hopes of the Russian Revolution 
into Stalinism and the emergence of Nazism in Germany.®* The School, 
which was socially critical, coincides almost exactly, as Kolakowski notes, 
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with the rise and fall of National Socialism,” which was also socially 
critical, though in a very different sense. Formally known as the Institute 
for Social Research (Institut für Sozialforschung), the Frankfurt School 
was founded within the University of Frankfurt in 1923. It functioned 
from that time (it was directed by Max Horkheimer, starting in 1930) 
until it was closed and its members emigrated — most of them were 
German Jews — in 1933. After the Second World War, Horkheimer and 
Adorno returned to Germany and resumed their teaching activities, but 
Marcuse remained in the US. 

This School grouped together a remarkable collection of academic 
thinkers, critical of both Stalinism and Nazism, as well as the various 
institutional forms of Marxism, ranging widely from philosophy over 
various forms of social theory through the social sciences. Though the 
School was influenced by Lukacs and Korsch, who were politically active, 
its members were mainly uninterested in Marxist revolutionary activity, 
institutionalized Marxism, or communist politics. 

The influence of and critical relation to Marx and Marxism is a central 
but unclear theme in the Frankfurt School. Unlike Marx, Engels, or 
Lukacs, as a whole the Frankfurt School turned away from the idea of 
the proletariat as the motor of revolutionary change. The result from a 
Marxist point of view, or even from a Marxian perspective, is an effort to 
define a particular kind of theory that, since it is deprived of social force, 
is incapable of transforming society. Philosophy was neither intended to 
guide the proletariat, as in Marx and Lukacs, nor subservient to political 
criteria, as in Lenin’s conception of partyness (partiinost’). The concern 
with alienation, which Lukacs earlier addressed as reification, was met 
through the proper sort of theory. An acceptable theory cannot be pure 
in a Kantian sense, but must be social, and a social theory must be dia- 
lectical. The aim is not truth in a classical sense but rather the general 
advancement of social interests in a way common not only to Hegel, but 
also to Marx, and all the Marxists, and many others as well. 

The work of the Frankfurt School can be divided into two generations. 
The initial generation included the philosophers Horkheimer, Theodor 
Adorno and Herbert Marcuse, the literary critic Walter Benjamin, the 
sociologist Raymond Aron, the political economist Karl Wittfogel, the 
psychoanalyst Erich Fromm, the economist Friedrich Pollock, and others. 
The most prominent member of the second generation is the social theorist 
Jürgen Habermas, who has since moved in a different direction.” 

The most significant philosophers associated with the Frankfurt School 
are Horkheimer, Adorno, Marcuse, and, if he is a philosopher, Habermas. 
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One way, certainly not the only way, to describe the development of critical 
theory is in terms of the perceived relation to Kant and the philosophical 
tradition he represents. In simple terms, critical theory, which correctly 
sees itself as working out a flexible, non-doctrinaire approach influenced 
by Marx and Marxism, can be described as drawing out many of the 
implications of Hegel’s critique of Kant. In reaction to Kant’s concern 
with pure, non-situated reason, grounded in nothing more than itself, 
Hegel contends that reason is always situated, hence always “impure,” 
never fully grounded, but always dependent on a shifting categorial frame- 
work, thus never independent of the historical moment. 

The traditional Western philosophical view of philosophy, which comes 
to us from Plato, is that it is independent of its surroundings, but indis- 
pensable for the good life. Like Hegel, the Frankfurt School thinkers 
were concerned to work out a rival view of philosophy as never wholly 
independent of its surroundings, and not indispensable but, under certain 
conditions, socially useful. The philosophical agenda of the Frankfurt 
School can be described in terms of Horkheimer’s seminal, programmatic 
article on “Traditional and Critical Theory” (1937). This text proposes 
a key distinction presupposed in the writings of many of the members of 
the Frankfurt School between traditional theory, represented by Descartes, 
and critical theory, whose standard-bearer is Marx. 

Horkheimer’s essay identifies a canonical absolutized model of theory 
for which he offers an alternative. Traditional theory aims at a universal 
systematic science encompassing all possible objects in natural science, 
social science, and philosophy. Descartes gives philosophical voice to the 
ideal of a chain of deductions that in Husserl take the form of a single 
propositional system “as though it were grounded in the inner nature 
of knowledge as such or justified in some other ahistorical way.” In 
occulting the relation of theory to its context, traditional theory takes 
the form of a purely formal sequence without a conscious social function. 
The result is the false consciousness of the savant who illegitimately gen- 
eralizes personal categories as universal. 

This one-sided understanding of the knowing process reaches a peak 
in Kant. Horkheimer follows Lukacs’s view that for Kant reality is finally 
irrational. Kant presents a false view of the objects of experience as the 
inexplicable, purely intellectual result of so-called “supra-individual activ- 
ity,” hence not “as a product of a society’s work.””* Kant, who believes that 
the real source of the objects of experience is uncognizable, famously 
describes it in an appallingly obscure passage on the schematism in the 
Critique of Pure Reason as “an art concealed in the depths of the human 
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soul.” Horkheimer, for whom this view merely reflects a failure to 
understand social reality, unfavorably contrasts Kant’s concept of the 
schematism with Hegel’s concept of the cunning of reason.” 

Unlike traditional theory, critical theory turns on a concern with 
reasonable conditions for life. Critical theory takes society as its object. 
Its aim lies in relativizing the separation between individual and society in 
reconceiving the knowing process on a social basis. The subject is no longer 
the autonomous subject of bourgeois thought, but a definite individual or 
set of individuals in a definite context. The knowing process is redescribed 
as not only logical but also historical. The aim of knowledge is to pro- 
duce social change. Theory is not disinterested, as Kant holds, but rather, 
as Hegel and Marx think, directed toward a new and better social world. 
“Tt is the task of the critical theoretician,” Horkheimer writes, “to reduce 
the tension between his own insight and oppressed humanity in whose 
service he thinks.”’° Critical theory concerns the possibility of social 
change in order to bring about a rational organization of society,” whose 
future literally depends on adopting a “critical attitude.””* 


On Marcuse and Adorno 


In casting critical theory as indispensable for human beings, Horkheimer 
contrasts it with traditional theory, which, hewing to an absolutistic 
model, can no longer claim more than accidental social relevance. Marx’s 
point that theory must not be self-encapsulated but change the world in 
which we live reappears in the basic distinction of critical theory. In 
different ways, all of the thinkers associated with the Frankfurt School 
follow some version of Horkheimer’s distinction between traditional 
theory, which is rigorous but socially useless, and critical theory, which is 
in principle socially useful. 

In discussing the thinkers associated with the Frankfurt School, it is 
important to avoid imposing an artificial unity. Their writings had signi- 
ficantly different foci. Horkheimer wrote many articles but only a few 
books. His invitation to criticize contemporary rigorous, detached but 
socially uncritical conceptions of reason is particularly interesting. His 
suggestion that the mindless development of technology only strengthens 
social oppression, so that progress leads to barbarism,” was later developed 
by Marcuse.*° It contrasts strongly with Heidegger’s nearly contemporary 
argument that the failure of modern technology lies in being unfaithful 
to the Greek notion of techne.*! 
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Adorno, who was Horkheimer’s closest colleague, was trained equally 
in philosophy — he took a Ph.D. with a doctorate on Husserl — and 
music — he studied composition and piano with Alban Berg and Eduard 
Steuermann. His enormous knowledge of music is the basis of Thomas 
Mann’s creation of the character Adrian Leverkuhn in his novel Doctor 
Faustus (1947). 

Adorno’s philosophical work reveals a kind of pessimism foreign to 
both Marx and the early Horkheimer, but which later became a prominent 
feature of Horkheimer’s writing. In Dialectic of Enlightenment (1947), 
Horkheimer and Adorno analyze not the eighteenth-century Enlighten- 
ment, but enlightenment (with a small “e”), understood as “the most 
general sense of progressive thought . . . aimed at liberating from fear and 
establishing their sovereignty.”*” Following Max Weber, Lukács objects 
to the well-known mathematical approach which objectifies everything. 
In echoing Lukacs, Horkheimer and Adorno claim, in objecting to system 
of any kind, that “enlightenment is as totalitarian as any system.”** This 
anticipates André Glucksmann’s facile suggestion that German idealism is 
tyranny.** Progressive thought, which seeks to liberate human beings, has 
turned into its opposite. Instead of seeking to enfranchise human beings, 
a totalitarian mathematical approach to the world can only grasp what 
recurs, which objectifies itself in mathematical form in enabling some to 
have power over others.** 

Adorno’s own contributions range unusually widely over cultural criti- 
cism, music theory, detailed criticism of contemporary German phenom- 
enology, and sociological studies of the authoritarian personality.*° His 
style, which is aphoristic in such texts as Minima Moralia (1951),*’ is 
forbiddingly intellectual, nearly or even totally impenetrable in Negative 
Dialectics (1966).% In the latter, Adorno develops what can be described 
as a mere negation of metaphysics and epistemology as obscure as any- 
thing in Heidegger, an onslaught similar, say, to Derrida’s attack on Hegel 
and system in Glas (1974). Adorno is less obscure and more perspic- 
uous in his critique of contemporary German phenomenology. In his 
study of Husserl, which originated as a dissertation, he considers Husserlian 
phenomenology as epistemology. He raises two points which he later 
raises in different form against Heidegger: a theory of knowledge dealing 
with ultimate foundations (Ursprungsphilosophie), what was earlier called 
first philosophy, must settle for a kind of pseudo-givenness. Despite 
phenomenological claims, it cannot reach pure givenness, hence cannot 
legitimate itself. And the movement introduced by Husserl leads to a 
mere jargon of authenticity.” The difficulty of taking the abstract as the 
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concrete recurs in Adorno’s unsystematic but wide-ranging study of 
Heidegger, whom he regards as a philosopher of language centering on 
fundamental ontology. ” Heidegger distinguishes between authentic speech 
(Sprache) and mere idle talk (Gerede).”” For Adorno, Heidegger’s position 
is formulated in supposedly concrete, technical language which, since it 
has lost any direct relation to what it describes, is no more than philo- 
sophical chatter, a form of idle talk merely pretending but failing to grasp 
the essence of what it describes. In abstracting from the exchange rela- 
tionships which lie at the basis of social reality, Heidegger advances an 
abstract jargon which merely pretends, but is simply inadequate, to grasp 
concrete social life. 

Marcuse, the younger colleague of Horkheimer and Adorno, studied 
briefly with both Husserl and Heidegger, and wrote a Habilitationsschrift, 
or second dissertation, on Hegel directed by the latter.”* His early articles 
illustrate a kind of Heideggerian Marxism later developed by Yugoslav 
thinkers like Gajo Petrović. Marcuse, who, as noted, stayed in the US when 
Horkheimer and Adorno returned to Germany, wrote in an agreeable 
way, leading to his acquiring a semi-pop star status as a popular philo- 
sopher in the American New Left at the time of the Vietnamese War. His 
work covers a vast range. It includes classical Marxism, which he dis- 
cussed in detail in a book on Soviet Marxism;”* self-emancipation through 
polymorphous sexuality in a book combining Freud and Marx called Eros 
and Civilization (1955); but also popular culture” and aesthetics.’ 

Marcuse, who was closer to German phenomenology than were 
Horkheimer and Adorno, was also closer to the Hegel—Marx tradition, 
which he studied in detail. His work on the relation of Hegel’s ontology 
and historicity is an early effort to apply Heideggerian insights to the 
German idealist tradition.” Its value is undiminished by Marcuse’s later 
effort to distance himself from Heidegger. When Marx’s Paris Manu- 
scripts were finally published in 1932, Marcuse was one of the first scholars 
to recognize their importance in themselves and for understanding Marx. 
His Reason and Revolution (1941),'°° which appeared early in the 
Second World War, criticized positivism from a dialectical perspective and 
depicted Hegel’s right- and left-wing students as arrayed on the field of 
battle against each other. In his work on Soviet Marxism, he provided an 
early, informed critique by someone steeped in the Hegel—Marx tradition. 
In One Dimensional Man (1964),'°' he proposed a general critique of 
technological civilization with many similar insights, but expressed in a 
more accessible way than in Horkheimer and Adorno’s Dialectic of 
Enlightenment. 


68 On Marxism in the Twentieth Century 


Excursus on Habermas and Marxism 


The second-generation Frankfurt School thinkers include Alfred Schmidt, 
author of an interesting book on Marx’s concept of nature;!” Iring 
Fetscher, a historian of Marxism and author of an important work on the 
concept of the individual in Hegel; and Jürgen Habermas, the leading 
contemporary German social theorist, who in the meantime has left the 
Frankfurt School behind. 

Habermas, who has been unusually productive in philosophy and sev- 
eral related fields, is difficult to characterize. His interests lie both within 
and beyond philosophy, which he studied in addition to politics and soci- 
ology. His dissertation was on Schelling, and he later produced an import- 
ant study of the public space.” He then wrote a series of books on an 
almost bewildering variety of topics, ranging from Marxism,'”° the theory 
of communication,” later developments in the Enlightenment concern 
with reason,’”” ethics,'°* legal theory,” and so on. At the present time, after 
Gadamer’s passing (2002), he is widely recognized as the most important 
living German thinker, though it is unclear whether he is best described 
as a philosopher. In keeping with the theme of this chapter, our comments 
on Habermas will be limited to his relation to the Frankfurt School and 
to Marxism writ large. 

Habermas, who was for a time Adorno’s assistant, later left any form 
of neo-Marxism behind while returning to orthodox philosophy, particu- 
larly neo-Kantianism, but still in the guise of social theory. In Habermas, 
Horkheimer’s distinction between traditional theory and critical theory 
disappears. Even in his early writings, when Habermas was closest to the 
first-generation thinkers of the Frankfurt School, his aim was never to 
formulate a conception of theory intended to realize itself in practice; he 
was concerned with theory itself, often theory as a conception of practice. 
At the time he was close to Kant’s idea of philosophy as incorporating 
the self-realizing ends of human reason.” For Habermas, as for Kant, 
the problem is not, as it is for Marx and Marxism, how to formulate a 
theory that will change the world, since theory is itself self-realizing; it is 
rather, as for German idealism, but in a different way, to work out an 
adequate conception of human reason that will finally make good on the 
intention animating Kant’s critical philosophy. 

In the present context, it will not be possible to follow Habermas’s often 
very interesting writings after he left the Frankfurt School and hence 
Marxism. It will be sufficient to discuss his early writings as they bear on 
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this theme. Marxism often uses the terms “historical materialism” and 
“dialectical materialism.” Engels applies the former term to designate the 
discovery he attributes to Marx of the law of history.''! “Dialectical 
materialism,” which does not occur in Marx, was probably first used by 
Plekhanov in 1891 after Marx’s death to designate the philosophy of 
Marxism. Under the general heading of historical materialism, many of 
Habermas’s early writings were concerned with various facets of Marx 
and Marxism. Unlike Marcuse, Habermas is not concerned with realizing 
a social utopia. Unlike Horkheimer and Adorno, he is also not interested in 
preserving a distinction between critical theory and traditional theory. The 
thrust of Habermas’s account of historical materialism lies in rejecting 
the notion of a non-traditional theory that is both socially responsive, 
hence emancipatory, and defensible as theory according to prevailing 
intellectual norms. In making a qualified return to what Horkheimer 
calls traditional theory, Habermas leaves any form of Marxism behind. In 
its place, he confides the responsibility for social change to theory as it 
has developed in the Western tradition without attempting to sketch out 
an alternative to that tradition. 

Habermas’s effort can be reconstructed in four stages, beginning with 
interpretation of Marx and Marxism, which, following Marxist practice, 
he did not distinguish. This was followed by critique and then by recon- 
struction, culminating in a post-Marxist phase when, having concluded 
that this line of argument could not be saved, he retreated to what is best 
characterized as a neo-Kantianism of his own devising. Though Marx 
and Marxism themes were present in his writings for a time, they later 
faded as Habermas worked out his views on such themes as communic- 
ative action, discourse ethics, and the law. More recently, he has moved 
closer to analytic philosophy through studies of epistemological justifica- 
tion, realism, and philosophy of mind, all central themes in analytic 
philosophy.’ 

Even when he was interested in the traditional themes of the Frankfurt 
School, Habermas was also concerned with many other things. He began 
to publish in 1953 with two articles calling attention to the relation 
between Heidegger and Nazism. There is no single synthetic statement 
of his views of Marx and Marxism, which emerged in piecemeal fashion. 
Habermas follows Marxism in insisting on the continuity of Marx and 
Marxism. His reading of historical materialism, which began in a lengthy 
survey article (Literaturbericht), originally published in 1957, continued 
in a series of articles and books until he lost interest in the topic in the 
late 1970s. In his output over the last thirty years we can differentiate 
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texts directly or indirectly devoted to the interpretation of Marx and 
Marxism from those in which they are at most of peripheral interest. As 
concerns this theme, the main texts, many of which are available in English, 
include: the articles “Report on the Philosophical Discussion on Marx 
and Marxism” (1957), “Between Philosophy and Science: Marxism as Cri- 
tique,” the so-called inaugural lecture “Knowledge and Human Interests,” 
as well as the book bearing the same title (both 1971), an article entitled 
“Towards a Reconstruction of Historical Materialism” (1979), and the 
massive treatise called Theory of Communicative Action (1984, 1987). 

The early report on Marx and Marxism interprets historical material- 
ism as a philosophy in terms of the canonical Marxist distinction between 
idealism and materialism. Even at this early stage, Habermas displays 
a good grasp of Marx’s position, especially the early writings, and a wide 
acquaintance with various parts of the immense secondary literature. 
Habermas insists on the concept of the subject, or philosophical anthro- 
pology, which is strongly present in the early Marxian writings, particu- 
larly the Paris Manuscripts. He further insists that Marx proposes a theory 
of history with revolutionary intent, which Habermas, at the time influ- 
enced by Heideggerian phenomenology, discusses under the heading of 
“Typical Answers to the Question Concerning the Meaning of History 
and the Answer of Historical Materialism” (1957).'!* 

In the initial, or interpretive, phase of his discussion, Habermas is 
focused on historical materialism, as distinguished from traditional philo- 
sophy, and philosophical interpreters of Marx. He is not, however, 
critical of historical materialism as such. He immediately widens his critical 
attitude to englobe the views of Marx and Marxism as well in the next, 
or critical, stage of the discussion. Here he elaborates an epistemological 
critique of Marx that he extends in subsequent writings, and which 
becomes the basis of his theory of communicative action. The critical 
phase of the discussion begins in an attempt to locate historical materialism 
between science and philosophy. Here Habermas, tacitly following Korsch, 
maintains that, as critique, historical materialism is a falsifiable theory of 
history with practical intent. He also raises the initial form of his episte- 
mological criticism of the theory." Second, in the so-called “inaugural 
lecture” he examines the relation of knowledge and interest through 
study of the opposition of traditional and critical theory, exemplified in 
the views of Husserl and Horkheimer. Habermas’s point is that the 
traditional assumption of the relevance of reason cannot be sustained, 
although it can be sustained from the perspective of critical theory. Here 
he also introduces his important triple distinction in order to correlate 
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forms of knowledge and forms of interest.''® In the third stage, in an 
essay on Hegel, he maintains that Hegel in fact separates work and 
interaction, or communication, which Marx conflates.''” The final stage 
occurs in Knowledge and Human Interests, which may eventually be per- 
ceived as his most important contribution. Here he restates his epistemo- 
logical critique. He situates Hegel and Marx in the alleged turn away 
from epistemology leading to the rise of positivism due to the decline of 
reflection; and he locates appropriate analyses of knowledge and interest 
in the views of Fichte and Freud.""* 

In simplest terms, there are two main changes in Habermas’s reading 
of historical materialism at this point. On the one hand, he further 
develops his earlier analysis of the theory in several ways. These include a 
shift in the focus of attention to the period of the German Ideology, which 
only accentuates the supposed separation of idealism and materialism, 
and an increasing, but paradoxical, emphasis on the theory as empirically 
falsifiable. On the other hand, he introduces an epistemological criticism 
of the theory which he continually modifies and restates in later writings. 
According to Habermas, who tacitly accepts a Kantian angle of vision, 
Marx fails to raise the question of the possibility of the conditions of his 
philosophy of history with practical intent. Historical materialism simply 
lacks a self-reflective dimension. In a later formulation of this point, 
Habermas suggests that Marx, who relies on a conception of goal- 
oriented work, or labor, as his basic concept, is unable to separate or 
otherwise to distinguish work and interaction. In other words, Marx’s 
very approach obliges him to assimilate the reflective dimension to phys- 
ical labor, that is, to reduce the entire cultural sphere to the underlying 
economic dimension. 

Habermas’s critique at this stage can be summarized as a two-step 
argument: Marx’s position lacks a reflective dimension since it assimilates 
interaction, or communication, to work; and Marx’s position cannot 
have a reflective dimension since the conceptual net is cast too narrowly 
and does not permit the necessary distinction in kind of work and inter- 
action. In effect, this is a negative argument concerning the impossibility 
of a satisfactory epistemological analysis from the Marxian angle of vision. 
In terms more closely related to the critical philosophy, we can describe 
this as a transcendental analysis of the unavoidable epistemological deficit 
of historical materialism. The problem lies in how to correct this epistemo- 
logical deficiency. 

Habermas turns to this problem in the third, or reconstructive, phase 
of his reading of historical materialism. This brief, but important, moment 
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comprises two parts: a metatheoretical reflection on the idea of theory 
reconstruction in general, and an effort to carry out this task with respect 
to historical materialism. The metatheoretical reflection, which covers no 
more than a single paragraph in the introduction to a volume of essays 
entitled On the Reconstruction of Historical Materialism (1976), is in- 
tended to ground the possibility in question. Habermas differentiates 
among the concepts of renaissance, restoration, and reconstruction. He 
understands the latter term to mean that one takes a theory apart and puts 
it back together in order better to reach its intrinsic goal. He maintains 
this is the normal procedure to follow for a theory which requires revi- 
sion, but whose potential is not exhausted. 

This statement is more an indication of intent than a justification of 
the procedure employed. Nonetheless, it clearly underlies the effort to 
reconstruct historical materialism. Habermas undertakes to do so in the 
long paper, cited above, appropriately called “Towards a Reconstruction 
of Historical Materialism.”!”° His view has slightly shifted now from the 
German Ideology to include as well the later, more economic writings, 
especially the famous Preface to the Critique of Political Economy. At this 
point he regards historical materialism as a theory of the evolution of 
society whose limitation lies in an over-investment in the economic per- 
spective. Not surprisingly, since he objects to Marx’s alleged reduction of 
communication to work, Habermas is primarily concerned to reconstruct 
what he will later describe as a trivial superstructure/ base distinction. 

We do not need to pursue the theme of theory reconstruction further, 
since in the fourth and final stage of his reading of historical materialism 
Habermas quickly abandons this effort. He has since maintained, in what 
is obviously a tacit criticism of his earlier effort to achieve a viable form 
of the theory, that historical materialism is itself flawed, but incapable of 
further development to overcome its deficiencies. This phase represents the 
outer reaches of his effort to come to grips with Marxism. It is mainly 
devoted to showing that historical materialism must now be abandoned 
in favor of his own position. The latter, which he expounds in the above- 
mentioned treatise of more than 1,100 pages entitled Theory of Commun- 
icative Action,” is meant to succeed in the socially relevant task of human 
emancipation where Marx and Marxism have putatively failed. 

At this point, Habermas regards historical materialism as an economic 
theory. His attack centers on the Marxian theory of surplus value. He 
offers three criticisms of the Marxian value theory, which are surprisingly 
formulated in quasi-phenomenological language. First, Marx, in virtue of 
his indebtedness to Hegel’s Logic, fails to presuppose the separation of 
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system and life-world. Second, Marx is lacking criteria required to differ- 
entiate the destruction of traditional forms of life from the objectification 
(Verdinglichung) of post-traditional forms of life. The third criticism lies 
in Marx’s alleged overgeneralization of a special case of the subsumption 
of the life-world under so-called “system imperatives.” 

In his claim that the latter criticism is decisive, Habermas implicitly 
concedes that his objections are of unequal value. Only the first among 
them even directly concerns the theory of surplus value. Now this Marxian 
view is obviously controversial. At this late date it is perhaps not plausible 
to envisage a calculation of exchange-value as a function of work-time. 
But it does not follow that the value theory is less useful as an indication 
of the effect of the normal working of a market economy on the indi- 
vidual worker. The more general problem is why Habermas thinks that 
the fate of historical materialism turns on the validity of the labor theory 
of value. He implicitly holds that a position which he has earlier regarded 
from different perspectives, and in terms of which he reads different parts 
of the Marxian corpus, is in fact mainly or even exclusively a theory of 
political economy; but he needs to show that this is the case for it even 
to be possible to refute historical materialism in this manner. 


4 


Pragmatism as 
Epistemology 


Pragmatism was founded in the 1870s, around the same time as Marxism, 
but became important as a philosophical tendency in the twentieth century. 
Also like Marxism, pragmatism’s place in the debate changed rapidly 
during the last century. After a period of great promise — mainly through 
the efforts of William James, a popular thinker in every sense of the word, 
it dominated the American debate during the first quarter of the century 
— it later fell into eclipse. But unlike Marxism, which has continued to 
decline, pragmatism is currently in the ascendant. Largely through Richard 
Rorty’s intervention, and the widespread conviction that analytic Anglo- 
American philosophy was increasingly losing its way, the last two decades 
of the century witnessed a strong return of pragmatism. As the century 
came to a close, it seemed the most popular of the four major twentieth- 
century philosophical currents. Wih the exception of continental thinkers, 
virtually everyone claimed to be a pragmatist, but it was increasingly 
unclear what, if anything, self-professed pragmatists shared in common. 

Kant’s position encompasses a great many themes, but above all epi- 
stemology. His main influence was felt in his time and in the later debate 
in a series of reactions to the central epistemological thread of the critical 
philosophy. A reading of the twentieth-century discussion in whole or in 
part that suppresses or even minimizes the continuing philosophical con- 
cern with knowledge in many forms and as many theories runs the risk of 
distorting our understanding of its relation to Kant’s critical philosophy. 
While it would be a mistake to accept the idea, surely incorrect, that 
there is one and only one way to approach the theory of knowledge, a 
single royal road as it were, an approach which Kant claims to illustrate, 
it would be an equally important error to reject any further concern with 
knowledge, however formulated. The twentieth-century debate amply 
demonstrates that Kant’s critical philosophy did not close the discussion 
but, rather, stimulated a very wide series of later approaches to knowledge, 
including pragmatism. 
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This point is worth emphasizing with respect to pragmatism, whose 
very interesting, rich contribution to theory of knowledge is often passed 
over in silence. The fault is due equally to its followers, who are not well 
versed in the problem of knowledge, to its critics, who are often not 
sufficiently knowledgeable about pragmatism to recognize its achieve- 
ment, and again to the deeply rooted, but unfounded suspicion that 
claims to know are somehow not central to pragmatic concerns. Yet the 
genuine originality of pragmatism is obscured in merely identifying it 
with a series of prior movements, or in turning away from, or failing to 
perceive, its interesting contributions to the problem of knowledge. 

We will be concerned with American pragmatism, which is often re- 
garded as the most important specifically American contribution to philo- 
sophy. In turn, C. S. Peirce, its proximate source and central early figure, 
is often regarded as the most important and original American philosopher. 
As for the other main philosophical tendencies in this period, it is difficult, 
perhaps not possible, to provide a definition, much less a description, of 
pragmatism acceptable to all observers. This seems particularly difficult 
for pragmatism. Depending on how it is understood, pragmatism over- 
laps with aspects of the critical philosophy, with Marxism — the pragma- 
tist John Dewey was interested in Marxism and Sidney Hook, who studied 
with Dewey, later turned from Marxism to pragmatism — with some main 
forms of continental philosophy, and even with most austere strains of 
Anglo-American analytic philosophy. Josiah Royce, a Harvard colleague 
of James, knew German idealism extremely well. Royce believed that the 
idealists were in fact whom people early in the twentieth century were 
calling pragmatists.’ Royce, who perhaps mistakenly equates “idealism” 
and “pragmatism,” uses the latter term in a broad, but still restricted 
sense. Others, who are not similarly restrained, go much further. Accord- 
ing to Richard Rorty, who employs “pragmatism” is an unusually wide 
manner, not only Donald Davidson but even Nietzsche are pragmatists. 
Robert Brandom, Rorty’s former student, employs the same term even 
more loosely so as to exclude virtually no one. He applies it not only to 
W. V. O. Quine, but also to Michael Dummett, Ludwig Wittgenstein, and 
even Gottlob Frege.* Other observers attribute “pragmatism” even to main 
figures in continental philosophy. Mark Okrent’s view that Heidegger’s 
thought features transcendental pragmatism* has been furiously refuted 
by Hubert Dreyfus.* 

Another major difficulty in describing pragmatism is its great diversity. 
A. O. Lovejoy, a qualified observer, famously distinguished no less than 
thirteen varieties.° “Pragmatism” is characterized in different ways and 
from different points of view, as a general position that, in its pure form, 
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has probably never been held by any single thinker. It is approximated in 
numerous thinkers belonging more or less closely to the pragmatic fold, 
in terms of its proximate origins in Peirce and William James, and in 
other ways. Pragmatism is understood very differently by practicing prag- 
matists as well as critics and scholars of the doctrine. Peirce felt that 
James, a notoriously enthusiastic admirer, misinterpreted his main ideas, 
and this led him to attempt to free himself from his unwelcome embrace. 
Analytic thinkers have often been put off by the apparently subjectivist 
aspect of pragmatism. For Bertrand Russell, for whom the question of 
truth is paramount, Protagoras’ idea that man is the measure leads to the 
view that some propositions are more useful than others, pointing toward 
pragmatism.’ According to A. J. Ayer, who distantly follows Russell, 
pragmatism reaches back in the tradition to Protagoras’ view that man is 
the measure.” These and other critics of pragmatism object to a sup- 
posedly subjective side to the pragmatic approach to truth. Nicholas 
Rescher, who sympathetically stresses the pragmatic contribution to cog- 
nition, refutes any description of pragmatism as freewheeling relativism.” 
John E. Smith, who takes pragmatism as coinciding more or less com- 
pletely with American philosophy, emphasizes the themes of purpose, 
experience, community, and religion,’ and again that “All thought is for 
the purpose of action.” 


On the Origins of Pragmatism and 
the Theory of Practical Action 


There is no doubt that pragmatism is older than the American pragmatist 
movement. The unfortunate tendency to divide the discussion into exclus- 
ive tendencies that coexist but supposedly do not interact works to conceal 
the continuity between pragmatism and the prior discussion. Anticipations 
of pragmatism, though not under that name, are scattered virtually 
throughout the entire Western tradition. It is important to distinguish 
the origins of American pragmatism, an important philosophical move- 
ment that arose on American soil within the context of the philosophical 
tradition in America, from the origins of pragmatism in general. Prag- 
matism is not necessarily American or situated in the US. In the absence of 
anything like agreement, much less unanimity, about “pragmatism,” we 
can do no better than to look to Kant. The author of the critical philo- 
sophy, who distinguishes opinion, belief, and knowing, refers to pragmatic, 
or contingent, beliefs guiding someone, such as a doctor, who needs to 
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act in a specific practical context.’* Such a person relies on a claim that, 
since it is based on mere belief, is theoretically insufficient for a truth 
claim, hence not yet knowledge, but adequate for action. 

In identifying pragmatic belief, Kant is assuming that the distinction can 
be made between an objective truth claim, the prerequisite for knowledge, 
and a mere belief. For Kant, belief is what one resorts to when there is no 
knowledge, as when a doctor is obliged to make a diagnosis, which is no 
more than a bet, or educated guess, based on the symptoms. Kant is not 
recommending that action in general be based on belief since he thinks 
that, as concerns practice, there is always knowledge, more precisely 
rules, that can serve as a universal and necessary guide to action in any 
and all cases. 

The general distinction between knowledge and belief, on which Kant 
relies, goes all the way back in the tradition. The Academic skeptics 
recommended the probable (to pithanon) as the alternative to truth 
(episteme) in abandoning any effort to know in a strong sense in favor of 
coping through belief. Aristotle’s canonical distinction between the 
theoretical and the practical domains points to the difference between 
supralunar exact and sublunar inexact sciences. Sublunar sciences like ethics, 
economics, and politics aim at approximate knowledge. The relation of 
pure theory and practical theory in Aristotle is unclear. If practical theory 
depends on pure theory, then Aristotle privileges theory over practice. If 
the practical sciences are autonomous, hence independent of the theor- 
etical sciences, then already in Aristotle we encounter a recognizable 
form of practical theory as self-sufficient that is an important ancestor of 
what later came to be called pragmatism. 

Aristotle restricts pure theory and practical theory to different domains. 
When this relation is revisited much later in German idealism, stress is 
placed on subordinating theory to practice in what, following Marx, has 
come to be called the relation of theory and practice (Praxis).'* Marx, who 
famously insists on the need to change the world, is opposed to mere 
theory but also to action based on a false grasp of the social surround- 
ings. His position presupposes a form of theory that cannot be disjoined 
from, hence is based upon, and correctly grasps practice as an alternative 
to other, more standard forms of theory. 

In privileging practice, Marx is extending a concern running throughout 
German idealism. Kant’s position on this question is complex and self- 
contradictory. He tries to absorb theory into practice, notably in the realm 
of the moral law that applies to everyone in all times and places without 
exception in a universal and necessary manner that simply overlooks local 
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differences. Yet in the Critique of Judgment, he twice argues in the 
opposite way in suggesting the subordination of theory to practice. 
Fichte, who is at least more consistent, maintains that theory arises only 
within and in order to solve the problems raised by life. His view of 
philosophy as dependent on human existence influences Marx and largely 
anticipates Dewey’s later conception of philosophy as called forth by the 
stresses and strains of existence. 


Peirce on Cartesian Foundationalism 
and Knowledge 


Any account of pragmatism needs to begin with that long-neglected, 
distinctively American genius, C. S. Peirce. There would be no need to 
make such an obvious statement if Peirce’s role in the pragmatic movement 
were as well known as his contribution to it. Yet for various reasons his 
role in the invention of what became American pragmatism is often depicted 
in a way that tends to hide and even distort the relation of the three main 
figures of pragmatism’s golden age: Peirce, William James, and John 
Dewey. A not untypical example is the treatment accorded to these 
figures by Bertrand Russell. In A History of Western Philosophy (1945), he 
accords a chapter to James, another to Dewey, but no more than two 
references to Peirce, one each to his influence on James and on Dewey."* 

Pragmatism as it is known today is mainly but not exclusively a home- 
grown American position that arose on American soil before increasingly 
gaining an audience in the far reaches of the globe. Since there is no 
agreement about “pragmatism,” it is hardly surprising that there is also no 
agreement about when it began in the New World or even who counts as 
a pragmatist. While some observers start with Peirce and James, others 
see pragmatism as starting to emerge in Ralph Waldo Emerson"? or even 
earlier. Still others include among the pragmatists such figures as Rudolf 
Carnap and Nelson Goodman.” 

Whatever else it is — and there are many different views — pragmatism 
as we know it is a post-foundationalist approach to knowledge. Peirce is 
arguably not only the first but also the single most important pragmatic 
thinker, whose contributions continue to overshadow those of later 
philosophers attracted to the movement he created. A systematic thinker 
with unusual breadth, he wrote on a huge number of themes. They in- 
clude formal logic — independently of Frege and with the help of his 
students Peirce worked out a logic of quantifiers and relations after 
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1880; epistemology; scientific method; semiotics; metaphysics; cosmo- 
logy; mathematics; as well as ethics, aesthetics, history, phenomenology, 
and religion. 

Yet, despite his undoubted achievements, for a variety of reasons Peirce 
was for many years a comparatively neglected figure. One reason is that he 
was never able to pull together his various insights in a single accessible 
exposition of his position. Another is that since he never had a permanent 
teaching position, he was unable to exert the usual kind of academic 
influence on other contemporaries and on a series of students. A third, once 
again leading to his relative eclipse, is the current tendency to concen- 
trate on James, who, according to Peirce, misunderstood his position, as 
noted above, as well as on Dewey. Though clearly an important pragmatist, 
Dewey never knew much about Peirce. In part for that reason, Peirce 
criticizes Dewey," who was himself more generous in commending Peirce." 
Yet the simple truth is that, though certainly important, James and Dewey 
were less important than Peirce, to whose doctrines they were mainly 
reacting directly, or, in the case of Dewey — he knew Peirce even less well 
than did James — indirectly. Without Peirce there would not be anything 
approaching pragmatism as it has come to be known. 

The original formulation of Peirce’s distinctive approach to pragmat- 
ism arose in a very short period in a series of six articles that appeared in 
the late 1870s (1877-8) in the Popular Science Monthly” and, suitably 
developed, led to Peirce’s new position. Here in less than a hundred pages 
of text Peirce founded an entire philosophical movement, which has con- 
tinued to prosper and develop as one of the major philosophical tendencies 
of the twentieth century. 

Peirce’s enormous contribution to American pragmatism as it took shape 
in his and other positions is two-fold. On the one hand, he decisively 
refutes Cartesian foundationalism, the main and still the most influential 
modern approach to knowledge. On the other, he sketches the outlines 
of a non-Cartesian, post-foundationalist view of knowledge based squarely 
on practice. 

The son of a prominent mathematician, Peirce studied chemistry, and 
worked as an astronomer and as a physicist while privately pursuing 
studies in philosophy and logic. He later taught for a while in various 
universities, but was unsuccessful in gaining tenure, before retreating 
into the difficult life of a private scholar. Peirce’s failure to land a perman- 
ent academic job is no doubt reflected in the sprawling character of his 
vast philosophical production. His position, in fact a series of related 
positions, was worked out in an enormous series of articles — when 
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published, they are expected to fill some 130 volumes — which turn on 
various problems of logic and science. Today he would be classified as 
a non-standard philosopher of science with strong historical interests. 
He was extremely knowledgeable in the history of philosophy. His review 
of a new edition of Berkeley’s collected writings typically shows a deep 
grasp of the Irish philosopher.” His main philosophical background lay 
in Kant — he claimed to know the Critique of Pure Reason almost by 
heart — but the origins of his own distinctive position lie in his incisive 
critique of Descartes. 

The sprawling nature of Peirce’s work leads to controversy about where 
its center lies. Knowledgeable experts disagree. For C. J. Hookway, he is 
most important for his contribution to formal logic.” H. S. Thayer 
insists on the importance of Peirce’s theory of signs and its use to clarify 
communication.”* Murray Murphey distinguishes no less than four differ- 
ent systems that emerged as Peirce struggled over many years to solve a 
related set of problems in terms of successive conceptions of logic.” 

In criticizing Descartes, Peirce examines and rejects an earlier form of 
the Kantian architectonic model of knowledge as a series of apodictic 
assertions about the possibility of experience and knowledge not later 
revisable in the light of further developments. Descartes and Kant share 
the commitment to a single univocal, but different, conception of method, 
in effect a pre-established, fixed, invariant royal road to science and know- 
ledge of all kinds. In reaction to Descartes and Kant, Peirce, like Hegel, 
favors a version of the developmental model of science and knowledge. 
As he grew older, Peirce increasingly stressed his growing agreement 
with Hegel. Yet unlike Hegel, who emphasizes the historical character of 
knowledge, Peirce, who also stresses that knowing is a process, stops short 
of characterizing it in historical terms. 

Peirce’s critique of Descartes shows that the general foundationalist 
epistemological model — one or more propositions known to be true and 
from which the remainder of the theory can be rigorously deduced to 
make the transition from an idea in the mind to the mind-independent 
external world in acquiring apodictic knowledge — is simply a false 
description of how we go about the knowing process. For this reason, he 
rejects foundationalism as a proper approach to knowledge, apodicticity 
as the epistemological standard, as well as any effort to identify know- 
ledge with metaphysical realism. In place of the familiar foundationalist 
model, he proposes a more flexible approach in which advances in science 
depend on advances in reasoning. Peirce, who did not acknowledge a 
specifiably final conception of science, believes that each step in the 
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history of science exhibits the defects of the art of reasoning on which it 
is based.” 

In his seminal series of articles, Peirce was concerned with inquiry, 
understood as the struggle to overcome doubt through belief.”° He 
begins in contrasting the methods of authority, tenacity, and apriority 
with the scientific method, the only one able to produce belief by con- 
fronting it with reality as given in experience.” The first duty of logic, 
Peirce thinks, is to clarify our ideas.” In clarifying his notion of belief, 
Peirce suggests that belief leads to a habit, that is, a habit of action,” or 
a way of going about things. Extending this idea, Peirce writes in a 
singularly important passage, which is repeatedly cited and often seen as 
expressing a central insight of pragmatism: “Consider what effects, which 
might conceivably have practical bearings, we conceive the object of our 
conception to have. Then, our conception of these effects is the whole of 
our conception of the object.”*° 

Peirce here provides a general conception of meaning in linking prac- 
tical bearing, or effects in practice, to what we mean by an object. He 
immediately connects this view of an object understood in terms of its 
practical effects to the idea of reality. Reality can be understood in two 
ways: as what is independent of you or me — he says what you or I think 
about it*' — and what, on the assumption that the correct application of 
scientific method will produce no more than a single result, will even- 
tually be accepted by all concerned at the end of the inquiry — in a word, 
in the long run. According to Peirce, “the opinion which is fated to be 
ultimately agreed to by all who investigate is what we mean by truth, and 
the object represented in this opinion is the real.” Peirce, who rejects 
the more frequent appeal to a mind-independent real as the object of 
knowledge, here provides his own rival operational view of the real, 
understood as whatever will ultimately emerge from the process of 
inquiry. 

The first two papers in the series — “The Fixation of Belief” and “How 
To Make Our Ideas Clear” — address basic questions of knowledge in the 
context of a redescription of epistemology using as the model scientific 
method. Like many observers, Peirce thinks of modern science as arising 
from the elaboration of a mathematical approach to nature. The last four 
papers in the series, which are less well known — “The Doctrine of 
Chances,” “The Probability of Induction,” “The Order of Nature,” and 
“Deduction, Induction and Hypothesis” — consider mathematics as the 
appropriate tool for knowing nature before returning to scientific method. 
In “The Doctrine of Chances,” Peirce shows that the assumption of 
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continuity so important for science allows the development of a quantit- 
ative theory of probability, before continuing in “The Probability of 
Induction” to discuss the addition of probabilities. 

The latter article ends with a very important extension of the quantitative 
approach to probability to Kant. In his remark, Peirce simply assimilates 
inductive and synthetic reasoning that is the source of all knowledge. 
According to Peirce — who here anticipates Quine’s later attack on the 
analytic-synthetic distinction — Kant, who asks how synthetic a priori 
judgments are possible, should have asked the prior question about how 
any synthetic judgments at all are possible. Implicitly relying on the 
continuity of nature, Peirce contends that we can be certain about results 
since the same processes have in the past proved reliable. Though syn- 
thetic inferences are not deductive, in the long run induction is reliable.** 
Yet it is doubtful that a line of reasoning relying on the working assump- 
tion of the continuity of nature would satisfy either Hume, who denies 
there is any reason to hold that the future is like the past, or Kant, who 
counters him through an appeal to a priori arguments. 

The account of “The Order of Nature” argues there is no reason to 
invoke religion in the domain of science, but that the Christian religion, 
whose basic principles are widely accepted, is not otherwise affected. Peirce 
is here separating religion from science as it unfolds in practice. Finally, 
in the last paper in the series, “Deduction, Induction and Hypothesis,” 
Peirce distinguishes three main tools in the scientific arsenal (deduction, 
induction, and hypothesis) while seizing the occasion to bring together 
other distinctions. Though sometimes conflated, for Peirce induction 
and hypothesis differ in that the former relies on what we have directly 
observed and the latter on what we have not directly observed.** Induction, 
which is stronger than hypothesis, is, Peirce says, “the logical formula 
which expresses the physiological process of formation of a habit.”** He 
goes on to maintain that the various natural sciences can be classified 
through the difference between induction, hypothesis, and theory that 
rests on laws of nature. 

Peirce, who set out the main lines of his emerging theory of prag- 
matism in this series of seminal articles, continued to toil in obscurity until 
attention was called to his position by his friend James, who, he believed, 
also distorted it, as we have seen. With characteristic generosity, James, 
who took to calling himself a pragmatist, describes Peirce as the inventor 
of pragmatism.*° Peirce was displeased by what his friend James and the 
English philosopher F. C. S. Schiller made of his ideas. Instead of accepting 
credit for himself, he surprisingly credited the invention of pragmatism 
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to Berkeley.*” Later Peirce tried to describe his position in a way that 
would distinguish it from what his uncomprehending disciples said about 
it in a series of seven lectures at Harvard in 1903 and again in a series of 
three articles on pragmatism in The Monist in 1905-6. 

In the Harvard lectures, Peirce begins in characterizing pragmatism as 
a “certain maxim of Logic,” by which he means it is concrete, hence not 
speculative. He then attempts, but without notable success, to bring out 
the force of his basic claim that, as he earlier famously said in his account 
of “How To Make Our Ideas Clear,” in referring to “an object of con- 
ception,” “our conception of those effects is the whole of our conception 
of the object.”** In the first lecture, Peirce is critical of Hegel while 
affirming that his own theory is a variant form of Hegelianism,*” but in 
the last lecture he identifies pragmatism with Kantianism (Kantism), 
curiously defined as also including Aristotle and Thomas Reid.*° 

In the first article in The Monist, Peirce repeats again his pragmatic maxim 
in pointing now to the link between rational action and rational purpose 
as central to pragmatism.*! In Kantian terms — Peirce here affirms that 
he learned philosophy in reading Kant — he is favoring the pragmatic 
( pragmatisch), as concerns action, but not the practical (praktisch), which, 
for Kant, relates to practical reason, or morality. Though Kant links practical 
reason and moral action, Peirce here disjoins them in making practical 
reason the instrument of scientific inquiry. In a word, “pragmatism,” for 
its inventor, signifies drawing attention to the future consequences of 
cognitive affirmations without any further claims about action. Notable 
here as well is Peirce’s important contention, a conclusion from his 
pragmatic maxim, that claims about metaphysical realism — he uses the 
term “ontological” realism — that is, assertions about knowing the mind- 
independent world as it is in itself — are just so much rubbish. Peirce, who 
rejects Cartesian foundationalism, clearly intends to break with any view 
that knowledge depends on knowing the mind-independent world as it 
is. In response to the question of the meaning of his pragmatic maxim, 
Peirce writes: “It will serve to show that almost every proposition of 
ontological metaphysics is either meaningless gibberish . . . or else is down- 
right absurd. ...”** This statement definitively aligns Peirce’s view of 
pragmatism with a view of the real as the final result of the scientific 
process of inquiry, in drawing the consequences of his initial idea that the 
real is independent of whatever anyone thinks about it.** Instead of 
claiming, or at least striving, to get closer to the mind-independent real, 
Peirce lowers his sights to aim at no more than agreement in practice 
among qualified observers. 


84 Pragmatism as Epistemology 


James and Pragmatism after Peirce 


In retrospect, it is hardly surprising that such confusion reigns in the 
literature about pragmatism. Though Peirce, in the course of rejecting the 
Cartesian idea of clarity, arrived at the pragmatic maxim that the meaning 
of anything lies in its future effects, he was unable ever satisfactorily to 
clarify his understanding of pragmatism. Even his celebrated pragmatic 
maxim was misunderstood by his followers, or at least they understood it 
differently from him, beginning with James. A further factor is his change 
of mind with respect to the real from a traditional approach centering 
on the proposed grasp of what is as it is, on knowledge of the mind- 
independent real, to a more modest, but infinitely more interesting effort 
to arrive at an agreement based solely on experience. With respect to the 
real, Peirce is only navigating between two different views, one he accepted 
earlier and later abandoned in favor of another view. By the time we get 
to James, the idea of the real has apparently dissolved in a series of hazy 
pronouncements about radical empiricism. 

The three main thinkers in the golden age of American pragmatism are 
about as different as three thinkers can be and still share a tendency in 
common. James, unfailingly generous, is the brilliant jack of all trades 
endowed with a vivid imagination and even more vivid sense of language 
who was always in the process of producing yet another popular version 
of his view. Though Peirce, when he wanted to, could write splendidly 
well, James certainly wrote on the whole rather wonderfully. But unfor- 
tunately he seems never, except perhaps in his discussion of psychology, 
to exhibit real intellectual discipline in his writings. In truth, James was a 
public philosopher, who worked out his ideas in front of the public. 
Dewey, a very good philosopher but a deadly dull writer, is the public 
intellectual in a sense akin to the European intellectual in our time, 
always taking stands on the problems of the day from A to Z. 

The relation of the main pragmatists within pragmatism is not well 
understood. Any number of accounts exist in which the three most 
prominent members of the golden age of American pragmatism are dis- 
cussed one after another as if they were seamlessly linked. In fact, in the 
same way as important members of other important philosophical move- 
ments, they worked within a shifting body of theory in which their own 
views were never quite the same and just as often at odds. If the truth be 
told, though their views are related, there is no single common garment 
that clothes them all. 
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Peirce is the great central pillar on which pragmatism is constructed. 
Yet one must concede that not only did his position change as he dealt 
again and again with old questions and took up new ones, but from his 
own angle of vision no one claiming to be influenced by him ever under- 
stands his position in quite the same way as he did. The divergence 
between the views of pragmatism in the eyes of Peirce who invented it 
and others reacting to him began very early. James, who claimed to be 
the first one to notice Peirce’s discovery of pragmatism,** was also, from 
Peirce’s viewpoint, the very first one to get it wrong. The matter is 
important since James, by far the more popular thinker, now serves with 
(or without) Dewey as the main source for classical pragmatism, even 
pragmatism tout court. Though Peirce is the deeper thinker, for various 
reasons those writing on or interested in pragmatism are now far more 
likely to turn to James than to him. 

James’s distance from Peirce becomes apparent about as soon as he 
became interested in his friend’s views. One reason is certainly James’s 
unusually accessible philosophical style of composition in contrast to 
what, in reference to the style of the inventor of pragmatism, in a typ- 
ically wonderful turn of phrase, he calls “flashes of brilliant light relieved 
against Cimmerian darkness!”*° Toward the end of his life, James was 
regarded as perhaps the most important living American philosopher. It 
is, then, not by accident that a number of his books have been reprinted 
literally dozen of times while we are still waiting for anything approach- 
ing a complete edition of Peirce’s writings in any form. 

We perceive something of the nature of the difference between James’s 
and Peirce’s conceptions of pragmatism in James’s reference to his friend’s 
invention. In a passage cited above, Peirce awkwardly wrote: “Consider 
what effects, which might conceivably have practical bearings, we con- 
ceive the object of our conception to have. Then, our conception of 
these effects is the whole of our conception of the object.”*° In his article 
about “What Pragmatism Means” (1904), James characterizes pragmat- 
ism as a method and refers to the passage just cited as Peirce’s principle 
and again as the principle of pragmatism.*” These varied references to the 
same idea suffice to fix Peirce’s claim to invent the doctrine, and to 
identify it with a view Peirce continually interprets and defends. In the 
article in which this passage appears, and in the passage itself, Peirce is 
concerned with gaining clarity about cognitive affirmations, above all in 
respect to the process of scientific inquiry. Like Peirce, James also had a 
strong scientific background. He studied chemistry, comparative anatomy, 
and physiology, later acquired a medical degree, and made unusually 
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important contributions to the fledgling science of psychology. Though 
very well grounded in science, he was interested in pragmatism less as a 
clue to appropriate scientific method, which interested Peirce, than as 
a guide to action. This difference in emphasis becomes decisive in James’s 
reading of Peirce, hence in his conception of pragmatism. James, in 
interpreting what he correctly identifies as a basic tenet in Peirce’s view, 
gives it an altogether different twist in writing that for Peirce “our beliefs 
are really rules for action,” and “that to develop a thought’s meaning, we 
need only determine what conduct it is fitted to produce.”** The differ- 
ence is one between action and science. James, who here conflates habits 
with meanings, is mainly concerned with action, but Peirce is mainly 
concerned with meaning within the context of scientific inquiry. 

James, who had many concerns, made important contributions, often 
simultaneously, not only in philosophy, but also, as just noted, in 
psychology — he was Professor of Psychology and Philosophy at Harvard 
— as well as in religion. His interest in religion came to him from his 
father, Henry James, a religious thinker interested in Swedenborg — to be 
distinguished from his brother Henry, the famous novelist. His work in 
philosophy naturally grew out of his study of psychology. 

All of James’s work has a strongly phenomenological cast. It is, then, 
not by accident that James later exerted an important influence on the 
phenomenologist Edmund Husserl. Yet unlike Husserl, James resisted 
the very idea of pure unadulterated description. Much of what he did 
had a lighter character, engaging, probing, unsystematic, always interest- 
ing, but rarely worked out in detail. In part because he was a convinced 
pluralist, there are many tensions, paradoxes, even outright contradictions 
in his writings. 

James’s contributions to psychology are singularly important. He is 
sometimes described as the most important American psychologist. His 
approach was neither Freudian nor behaviorist, nor cognitivist, views that 
only developed later. His Principles of Psychology, his first book, appeared 
in two volumes in 1890;* a less voluminous version appeared as Psychology: 
The Briefer Course two years later.®? In psychology, his most important 
theme is the stream of consciousness. He rejects the synthetic approach, 
starting with simple ideas of sensation, which simply assumes that higher 
states of consciousness are composed of lower units. In a famous chapter 
on “The Stream of Consciousness,”*' James provides a rich introspective 
description of consciousness as states of mind succeeding each other 
within the subject. James here develops the view that every thought or 
idea belongs to a constantly changing personal consciousness that never 
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recurs in precisely the same way. Consciousness, he says, is akin to a river 
or a stream,” without sharp breaks, and the present is no more than a 
specious present, without duration,” never again to recur. 

James’s interest in religion is odd since, although plagued with doubt, 
he was not a believer in any ordinary sense, and perhaps not a believer at 
all. In The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902), he studies the phe- 
nomena of mysticism and religious experience with a view to an eventual 
empirical assessment of their validity. This work in turn led to interest in 
psychical research. As in his studies of psychology and philosophy, James’s 
work on religion is highly descriptive, but empirical, concerned not to go 
beyond ordinary scientific principles and laws — the initial chapter is 
entitled “Religion and Neurology” — in classifying and explaining religious 
phenomena. In emphasizing individual, subjective phenomena, James is 
consistent with his introspective approach to psychology. In the chapter 
on “Philosophy” he examines whether anything about religion is object- 
ively true.** A correct view of experience, including religious experience, 
contains both subjective and objective parts, neither of which can be 
omitted. Ever the psychologist, James stresses an enlarged view of the 
self as the key to a general theory of religion.*° 

For James, philosophy often took the form of actively engaging with 
other views, many of which he rejected. Whereas Peirce, who originally 
despised Hegelianism, grew steadily closer to Hegel, James, who knew 
next to nothing about Hegelianism, was content to ridicule it. In “On 
Some Hegelisms” (1882), an article that is appropriately accompanied by 
apologies for its superficiality,” James begins by writing that “Hegel’s philo- 
sophy mingles mountain-loads of corruption with its scanty merits. . . .”** 
He goes on to say that Hegel’s system “resembles a mouse-trap, in which 
if you once pass the door you may be lost forever.”*? 

Two themes on which James made substantial, if controversial, philo- 
sophical contributions are empiricism and truth. As an empiricist, James 
favors radical empiricism, or the view that the ultimate stuff of reality (or 
at least knowable reality) is pure experience.® Pure experience means 
either lived experience in which we focus on an object or do something, 
or a limit concept reminding us that we contribute to what we experience. 
Radical empiricism means that reflection must be limited to experience. 
It is radical since it favors a non-reductive pluralism, and empirical since 
claims about experience are mere empirical hypotheses later modifiable. 
But perhaps because he favors pluralism, James does not propose any 
single radical empiricist account of the physical world. Within the same 
collection of essays, he typically embraces no less than three disparate 
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perspectives. They include a phenomenalist view for which the physical 
consists in possible experience, a “new realist” view for which it consists 
in sensory vistas, only some of them minds, and a panpsychist view that 
the physical consists in its own inner experience. 

James, who was not skilled in technical argument, sometimes ventured 
opinions he was hard put or simply unable to defend. In discussing truth, 
after raising the question directly and indirectly in a number of contexts, 
he seems rather to circle around the problem than to advance a single 
central idea. In the essay “The Will To Believe” (1896), he argues there 
is no agreement about what is meant by “true,” no single test acceptable 
to all parties, even, as he incautiously ventures, no objective evidence. 
According to James, ideas of the true include: perception, revelation, 
consensus gentium, the instincts of the heart, and the systematic experi- 
ence of the race — hence no objective evidence. In “What Pragmatism 
Means,” he casts pragmatism as a theory of truth, where truth is a 
form of the good.” In “Pragmatism’s Conception of Truth” (1907), he 
contrasts the pragmatic view to the familiar correspondence theory in 
incautiously proclaiming the identity between truth and usefulness. 

James’s suggestion that truth is less than objective was attacked un- 
mercifully, particularly by Russell, who made fun of what he called the 
transatlantic view of truth. Russell, who examines the view of truth 
developed in the book The Will To Believe, suggests that James desires to 
place his positive beliefs on a skeptical foundation, which consists in 
ignoring objective facts. Though James scorned idealism, Russell, who 
incorrectly links idealism with subjectivism, obscurely sees a hint of 
Berkeley lurking in James’s background. He describes James’s effort to 
identify the true and the useful — which goes all the way back in Greek 
philosophy to Plato’s identification of the true, the good, and the beautiful 
—as “a form of the subjectivistic madness which is characteristic of most 
modern philosophy.” 


Dewey, or the Pragmatist as Public Intellectual 


It has already been noted that the classification of James as a pragmatist 
is not entirely obvious. He is sometimes also put in the camp of such 
process philosophers as Henri Bergson and Alfred North Whitehead. 
Dewey came from a background in St Louis Hegelianism. But no one 
has ever doubted that the mature Dewey, who is now widely considered, 
since Peirce is once again in eclipse, as the quintessential American 
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pragmatist, perhaps as the most important American philosopher,” 
belongs to pragmatism. 

Dewey, who was born in 1859, the year Darwin published Origin of 
Species, was twenty years younger than Peirce and seventeen years younger 
than James. He belongs just barely to the first generation of American 
pragmatists. Dewey briefly studied logic with Peirce as a graduate student 
at Johns Hopkins University, where he took a Ph.D. in philosophy in 
1884. Before going to graduate school, while still a school teacher, three 
of his early essays were published by W. T. Harris in the Journal of 
Speculative Philosophy. As a graduate student, Dewey came under the 
influence of George S. Morris. Dewey then spent ten years at the Univer- 
sity of Michigan, where he collaborated with G. H. Mead, followed by 
ten years at the University of Chicago, where he shifted from idealism to 
pragmatism under the influence of James’s views on psychology. Though 
he studied with Peirce, and though he later reviewed the edition of 
Peirce’s collected works that appeared in the 1930s,°° Peirce, whose 
work, as noted, he did not know well, never exerted a strong influence 
on Dewey.® Other than differences of emphasis, the reason is that for a 
long time Peirce, who never succeeded in acquiring a stable academic 
address, was simply unknown. By the time his friend James succeeded in 
calling attention to Peirce’s work, Dewey was already well launched on his 
own career. Dewey’s entry into pragmatism, hence his early conception 
of it, was derived from James. But the influence of James on Dewey is 
mainly through James’s work in psychology, much less so through his 
philosophy. Yet Dewey shares James’s concern with the focus on practice 
instead of knowledge. Unlike Peirce, but like James, Dewey was more 
interested in action than in theory. He goes so far as to claim later on in 
an article on “The Development of American Pragmatism” (1925) that 
pragmatism can be reduced to the view that concepts are meaningful in 
respect to possible applications. “It is therefore not the origin of a con- 
cept, it is its application which becomes the criterion of its value; and 
here we have the whole of pragmatism in embryo.” 

Dewey was not only an important philosopher but also, as mentioned 
earlier, a genuinely public intellectual, who participated in various ways 
in the affairs of his time. In this regard, he was something of a rarity in 
the US, where, unlike in Europe, philosophers and other cultural figures 
are seldom called on to comment on the events of the day. While in 
Chicago, Dewey founded an elementary school supervised by the Depart- 
ment of Philosophy and worked with Jane Addams at Hull House. He 
then moved to Columbia University. He taught there and at its Teachers 


90 Pragmatism as Epistemology 


College from 1904 to 1930. During this period, he also collaborated 
with Teachers College in sponsoring progressive education, founded the 
American Association of University Professors, and was involved in found- 
ing the teachers’ union movement in New York City. He also found time 
in 1937 to chair the commission of inquiry into the charges brought 
against Leon Trotsky in the Moscow show trials orchestrated by Stalin. 
When Russell was denied the right to teach at the City College of New 
York, Dewey defended him on grounds of academic freedom. And all 
the time he wrote voluminously on more technical philosophical issues 
as well as numerous small monographs on various social topics, such as 
liberalism,” and a huge number of articles on current affairs for journals 
like The New Republic. 

Like Peirce, then, Dewey was extremely prolific. His voluminous writings 
— his enormous bibliography runs to more than 150 pages”? — span an 
impressive list of themes, many of them theoretical, but at least as many of 
them practical, running from psychology’! and education” to the recon- 
struction of philosophy,’* experience,” individualism,” and aesthetics.”° 
In one way or another, all of those who sail under the pragmatist label 
write about epistemology, but they do it in very different ways. It was 
stressed above that pragmatism taken as a whole offers a very fertile anti- 
Cartesian, post-foundationalist approach to epistemology. 

Though Dewey wrote little directly about the classical conception of 
epistemology, it would be an error to say that he was not interested in 
theory of knowledge. His Gifford Lectures, which became The Quest for 
Certainty, are, distantly following Peirce, a thoroughgoing critique of the 
very idea of basing knowledge on the Cartesian criterion of certainty.” 

Though Dewey was uninterested in traditional epistemological theory 
for the sake of theory, he was intensely interested in working out specific 
approaches to concrete problems. In this sense, pragmatism for Dewey is 
different than it was for Peirce and James. Peirce’s focus on philosophy 
of science and related problems is transformed in James through his 
emphasis on radical empiricism and truth. These themes, which are still 
recognizably related to traditional epistemology, give way in Dewey to a 
revolt against the traditional conception of epistemology as wide-ranging, 
general, non-specific theory of knowledge. Though he still addresses 
epistemological themes, he does so rather differently than Peirce, or James, 
who are still concerned with finding a practical, instrumentally oriented 
approach to knowledge. Dewey, who turns away from such issues, at least 
as they are usually debated, is, rather, concerned with less general, more 
concrete themes, centering on what is sometimes described as a series of 
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reflections on democracy in America. In an article from his middle period, 
he links the rise of American philosophy to the experience of democracy. 


American philosophy must be born out of and must respond to the demands 
of democracy, as democracy strives to voice and to achieve itself on a vaster 
scale, and in a more thorough and final way than history has previously 
witnessed. And democracy is something at once too subtle and too com- 
plex and too aspiring to be caught in the midst of a single philosophical 
school or sect. It is, then, to the needs of democracy in America that we 
turn to find the fundamental problems of philosophy; and to its tendencies, 
its working forces, that we look for the points of view and the terms in 
which philosophy will envisage these problems.”* 


Dewey’s admonition that philosophy should concern itself with problems 
drawn from the American experience was certainly an important motivation 
in his position. Yet this suggests a local approach that does not do justice 
to the breadth of his thinking about traditional figures and problems that 
he transformed from his own perspective. Though not as deeply grounded 
in the history of philosophy as Peirce, he certainly addressed traditional 
figures more often than did James. Unlike James, who wanted to break 
with the German tradition, which he did not know well, throughout his 
career, even after his interests changed from idealism to Darwinism, 
Dewey retained the influence of his early grounding in German philosophy. 
This background is apparent in his critical comments on Kant, his general 
description of his own position as objective idealism, and his general 
stress on practice in distinction to theory. 

Dewey’s relation to Kant was important for his effort to define his 
relation to Hegel and then later, as he left idealism and Hegel behind, to 
Darwinism. In an early article on “Kant and Philosophic Method” (1884), 
Dewey refutes Kantian dualism in favor of Hegel’s organic model.” A 
quarter of a century later in the process of turning from Hegel to Darwin 
as a basic model, in a study of “Intelligence and Morals” (1910), Dewey 
again defends Hegel against Kant in suggesting that Hegel’s contribution 
consists in giving concrete historical content to Kant’s empty concept of 
reason.*” Yet Dewey, who never engages in close textual analysis, even in 
his early writings, later reduces his direct references to specific thinkers. It 
is, then, not surprising that in Experience and Nature (1927) there is 
only a single reference to Kant in passing. 

Dewey’s interest in, and contribution to, epistemology has been passed 
over for two reasons. On the one hand, it is sometimes but incorrectly 
thought that he was uninterested in the problem of knowledge. While it 
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is correct that he was mainly concerned with particular problems of 
knowledge, he devoted a series of important works, including the Quest 
for Certainty, Reconstruction in Philosophy, and Experience and Nature, 
to describing and criticizing the mainline philosophical conception of 
knowledge as well as to working out his own version of the pragmatic 
alternative in the form of empirical naturalism (or naturalistic empiricism). 
His general attraction to the Darwinian biological model — he is the only 
major pragmatist to have this interest — should not distract attention 
from his interest in epistemological issues. 

For Dewey, Darwinism is useful in helping us to abandon the idea of 
species as tending toward the realization of a fixed telos, or eidos, an idea 
that goes back in the tradition to Aristotle. The Darwinian insight that life 
depends on transition eliminates the idea of a designer, hence intelligent 
design, while suggesting the need for a new logic. “The influence of 
Darwin upon philosophy,” Dewey writes, “resides in his having con- 
quered the phenomena of life for the principle of transition, and thereby 
freed the new logic for application to mind and morals and life.”*' 

Dewey, who was not a logician, here uses “logic” in a non-standard sense. 
By “logic” he does not mean methods of formal reasoning but rather the 
logic of inquiry. In this respect, it is clear that Dewey overlaps with Peirce. 
Peirce, of course, was a formidable logician, whose insights, had Dewey 
known them better, would have enabled him to sharpen his own account. 
There is a further a difference in the scope of their respective approaches 
to logic. The logic of scientific inquiry, Peirce’s field of predilection, is 
only a subset within Dewey’s much wider concern with inquiry in general. 

Dewey studies what he calls the pattern of inquiry in Logic: The Theory 
of Inquiry (1938). Inquiry is a process in which what initially appears 
unformed and inchoate is transformed into a determinate situation. 
“Inquiry,” he writes, “is the directed or controlled transformation of 
an indeterminate situation into a determinately unified one.”*” This may 
include introducing hypotheses that are tested in determining claims that 
provide what Dewey, in a rare arresting turn of phrase, calls warranted 
assertibility. He has in mind conclusions roughly defensible in terms of 
a particular pattern of inquiry, as ascertained through testing different 
possible solutions, as distinguished from traditional claims for certain 
knowledge. 

Dewey’s view of logic as experimental inquiry turns him against the 
traditional philosophical approach to knowledge and in the direction 
of philosophical reconstruction. His most extended discussion of the 
traditional philosophical approach to knowledge occurs in The Quest for 
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Certainty (1929). Typically for Dewey, his approach lies in confronting 
the question of knowledge not in isolation, but rather in relation to its 
social function. Dewey’s thesis is that insecurity generates the quest for 
certainty in both philosophy and religion. “The quest for certainty is a 
quest for a peace which is assured. . . .”°* The interest in certainty leads 
to an emphasis on stability, in which science in the true sense meant 
grasping the real that, as Dewey says, traditionally “glorified the invariant 
at the expense of change.”** The success in providing certainty was earlier 
guaranteed by religion through a synthesis between belief and authority 
that came undone through the rise of modern science. This synthesis can 
be restored not by holding to religion or returning to ancient philo- 
sophical views, but only by abandoning certainty and adopting an experi- 
mental or operational view in practice. 

Already in the discussion of Darwin, Dewey calls for philosophy to 
turn away from eternal concerns in dealing with pressing temporal issues. 
He urges that “philosophy must in time become a method of locating 
and interpreting the more serious of the conflicts that occur in life, and a 
method of projecting ways for dealing with them.” Taking his cue from 
experimental science, he proposes an experimental view of philosophy 
that yields no more than experimental results. Dewey develops his new 
vision of the discipline in Reconstruction in Philosophy (1920, 1948), his 
most popular work. Here he argues in a way reminiscent of such thinkers 
as Aristotle in some of his moods, as well as Fichte and Marx, that the 
“problems and subject matter of philosophy grow out of stresses and 
strains in the community life in which a given form of philosophy arises.”*° 
In this passage, Dewey is positioning himself against the search for a 
final, unalterable philosophy as it comes into the modern debate through 
Descartes and Kant. According to Dewey, there is not and cannot be 
a single philosophy true in all times and places since philosophy is merely 
a secondary enterprise arising within and limited to different situations in 
different historical moments. As in his study of certainty, so here he 
sketches a view of philosophy as intrinsically experimental. 

Dewey’s most important concept is his concept of experience, whose 
most important statement is Experience and Nature (1925). In this book, 
he favors empirical naturalism or, as he also says, naturalistic empiricism and 
again naturalistic humanism. By “naturalism” he has in mind an account 
based on and limited to the natural world or nature, an approach very 
different from naturalizing epistemology in analytic thinkers. By “empiri- 
cism” he means that whatever claims philosophy raises about the world 
must be traced back to experience, and that general conclusions must be 
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brought into line with experience. In accordance with Dewey’s experi- 
mental approach to philosophy, naturalism is intended to reveal the 
inconsistency of old accounts with the nature of things. Dewey’s whole 
effort is intended to overcome the supposed separation of human beings 
and nature in formulating a philosophic method that reveals human beings 
within nature and nature as cognitively accessible to us.” His account 
denies the transcendent status accorded to reflection by Kant and many of 
his followers. As a natural event, reflection occurs within nature.** “These 
commonplaces,” Dewey writes, “prove that experience is of as well as in 
nature.”*? For him, when used intelligently, an experiential approach to 
nature progressively reveals it. Unlike many scientists and too many 
philosophers, he is not claiming to know nature in itself, or to grasp 
metaphysical reality. In taking an instrumental approach, he claims no 
more than that physical science discovers how to appropriate nature for 
human purposes, that is, as he says in the preface added in the second 
edition, “those properties and relations of things in virtue of which they 
are capable of being used as instrumentalities.””° 


Rorty and Neo-Analytic Pragmatism 


When Dewey died in 1952, pragmatism entered into a form of con- 
ceptual hibernation from which it was only reawakened about a quarter 
of a century later by Rorty. Rorty, a cross-over figure, belongs to analytic 
philosophy, in which he has long played an important role. Yet at least 
since his public renunciation of many of the ideals and ideas of analytic 
philosophy in Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979), he claims to 
be tilling the pragmatist garden as well. Rorty’s turn to pragmatism and 
his turn away from analytic philosophy are interrelated. Since Rorty is also 
discussed in the chapter on analytic philosophy, the remarks here will be 
limited to his role in American pragmatism. With respect to pragmatism 
he contributes in three ways: in calling attention, through his unusual 
notoriety — Rorty is at the present time one of the most visible philos- 
ophers in the world — to the considerable resources of pragmatism as a 
prominent option in the contemporary debate; in focusing attention 
specifically on Dewey, who, for Rorty and increasingly through him, has 
become the master figure of American pragmatism; and through his own 
distinctive form of neo-analytic pragmatism — despite the change in alle- 
giance, Rorty continues to conserve in his post-analytic writings the 
writing style and vocabulary of his earlier analytic beliefs. 
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Neo-analytic pragmatism begins earlier, perhaps much earlier, than 
Rorty, who is only the most prominent later thinker to have taken up the 
cause. Pragmatism has long served as a point of refuge for disaffected 
members of the analytic fold. In general, neo-analytic pragmatists are united 
by the conviction that the traditional analytic concern with the specific 
problem of reference, or more broadly semantics, cannot be solved on 
formal grounds. Such thinkers tend to see pragmatism, suitably reinter- 
preted and understood in different ways, as offering an acceptable altern- 
ative to more traditional analytic approaches to knowledge. 

Depending on the observer, the growing roster of neo-analytic prag- 
matists, thinkers who also count as among the most prominent analytic 
thinkers, include such names as Otto Neurath, Rudolf Carnap, C. I. Lewis, 
W. V. O. Quine, Hilary Putnam, and, most recently, Robert Brandom. 
Like Peirce, who criticized Cartesian foundationalism, Neurath’s con- 
tribution to pragmatism lies in his sweeping refutation of Carnap’s early 
foundationalist effort to ground science in experience through what he 
called protocol sentences. These are roughly basic statements similar to 
the atomic propositions featured in Russell and the early Wittgenstein. In 
a famous paper, Neurath decisively criticizes the very idea of protocol 
sentences.” Carnap immediately gave up his foundationalist program in 
favor of indexing claims to know to alternative categorial frameworks.” 
C. I. Lewis, who influenced Carnap, is important for his pragmatic rela- 
tivization of the Kantian a priori.” Distantly following Neurath, in an 
unusually important paper, Quine employs a holist approach in denying that 
ideas match up one to one with the world, in what he simply characterizes, 
without any effort to clarify the claim, as a shift to pragmatism.”* Putnam 
has long been interested in pragmatism, which he reductively tends to 
identify with the thought of James.” Brandom identifies his own view of 
inferentialism as pragmatism.” Other analytic figures sometimes classed 
as pragmatists include Gottlob Frege, Donald Davidson, and Nelson 
Goodman.” 

Since pragmatism was comparatively neglected after Dewey’s death, 
Rorty contributes usefully in calling attention to it. But the way in 
which he does this is questionable, beginning with his identification of 
pragmatism and the pragmatists. Rorty is not looking for another, better 
approach to knowledge. He is skeptical about the very idea of discussing 
knowledge. He consistently says that if someone brings up this problem, 
then the best thing to do is to change the subject. Unlike Peirce, who 
describes pragmatism as a new, post-foundationalist epistemological 
approach, Rorty consistently depicts it as an alternative to epistemology. 
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There is an analogy between Rorty’s aversion to the problem of know- 
ledge and the Young Hegelian view that philosophy terminates in Hegel. 
In both cases, emphasis falls not on going further in a different way but 
rather on simply breaking off the conversation. Pragmatism in Rorty’s 
hands no longer appears as a way of picking up the pieces to continue the 
debate after the failure of the main epistemological strategy of modern 
times. It rather appears as what one does, or at least should be doing, 
after one gives up the whole enterprise as a bad bet, no longer worth the 
effort to take seriously. In Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, Rorty 
reacts against analytic philosophy understood as the high point of West- 
ern philosophy. Here he depicts traditional philosophy as concerned with 
“rationality,” “objectivity” as the result of some form of accurate repres- 
entation, and pragmatism as giving up the “Greek contrast” between, as 
he says, “representing the world and coping with it.”? From Rorty’s 
perspective, accepting something like Dewey’s warranted assertibility means 
being able to cope, in short, to get through the day, as distinguished 
from being able to claim to know or to have knowledge. 

Rorty, who only turns to pragmatism as a substitute for epistemology, 
is opposed to any form of the traditional effort to work out the problem 
of knowledge. In writing about pragmatism he plays up those who strike 
his skeptical fancy while impugning the credentials of those hardy souls 
still committed to anything resembling knowledge. In an article on “Prag- 
matism, Relativism, and Irrationalism” from Rorty’s middle period, shortly 
after the Mirror book, when he is still in the process of establishing his 
pragmatic bona fides, he sketches a description of pragmatism he has 
continued to defend in other writings. Rorty here calls attention to 
James and Dewey while casting aspersions on Peirce. Pragmatism, he 
suggests, is not merely a variant of logical empiricism, itself a variant of 
Kantianism, but, rather, simply breaks with the Kantian epistemological 
tradition. James and Dewey are misunderstood as having theories of 
truth, knowledge, or morality. They should, rather, be understood as 
turning away from any effort to make philosophy into a foundational 
discipline. This part seems correct since in different ways all the early 
pragmatists share Peirce’s reaction against Cartesianism. Yet Rorty, who 
talks about the various pragmatist figures in contrast to interpreting their 
texts, sees the situation differently. Though he concedes Peirce’s technical 
competence, according to Rorty, Peirce did not himself contribute to 
pragmatism. “His contribution to pragmatism,” Rorty writes, “was merely 
to have given it a name, and to have stimulated James.””’ Even worse, in 
Rorty’s eyes, Peirce remained a Kantian, hence, by extension, committed 
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to a Kantian approach to epistemology. Yet it would be more accurate to 
say that he was thoroughly knowledgeable about but deeply critical of 
the author of the critical philosophy. 

Rorty’s skeptical approach, opposed to any effort to take the problem 
of knowledge seriously, leads to an influential, but foreshortened view of 
pragmatism. One difficulty is the basic distortion in the account of prag- 
matism as a movement introduced by the virtual elimination of Peirce, 
the founding father, as well as all concern with the specifically pragmatist 
approach to knowledge. A second is the proliferation of “pragmatists,” 
who, in Rorty’s fertile imagination, tend to spring up like mushrooms. 
For pragmatism as for any other tendency there is considerable difficulty 
in identifying the main doctrines as well as their representatives. Rorty, 
who opposes the very idea of coming up with an acceptable theory of 
knowledge, which he identifies with Kantianism, charitably extends the 
term “pragmatist” to virtually anyone who appears non- Kantian, including 
Nietzsche, Davidson, and Rorty’s personal béte noire Putnam. In intro- 
ducing a volume of his collected papers, Rorty suggests that Nietzsche 
did for European philosophy what James and Dewey did for American 
philosophy in criticizing Cartesianism, essentialism, and representationalism 
in favor of perspectivalism.'°° Yet this way of reading Nietzsche seems too 
rapid, since the familiar claim in favor of the unavoidability of endless 
interpretation'®’ only counts as going beyond epistemology if claims to 
know must lie beyond it. 

Rorty compares Davidson very favorably to James. In an important 
essay, “On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme” (1974), Davidson 
extends Quine’s attack on the analytic-synthetic distinction to what he 
calls the “scheme-—content distinction.”'”’ Though he abandons the idea 
that sentences correspond to anything, Davidson denies that his view com- 
mits him to pragmatism.” In reading Davidson against himself, Rorty 
compares him to James in supposedly simply dissolving the problem of 
truth through dropping epistemology and empiricism.'* In an “After- 
word” to his paper, Davidson later replied in distancing himself from his 
own effort to work out a coherence theory of truth. His reason is that 
coherence implies correspondence as well as, from Rorty’s “pragmatic” 
angle of vision, the effort to dismiss the epistemological tradition as a 
hopeless muddle. 

Davidson is respectful of Putnam’s efforts on behalf of pragmatism. 
Rorty, on the contrary, regards his Harvard colleague both as the main 
contemporary pragmatist?” and as an important foe to be vanquished. 
The feeling is apparently mutual. Putnam has classed Rorty with various 
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French thinkers as a cultural relativist. Rorty, who is not to be outdone, 
and who apparently thought he had been mistreated by Putnam, quickly 
rose to the bait. In “Hilary Putnam and the Relativist Menace” (1993), 
he gets even in exposing supposed distortions of his view.'°’ In a com- 
plicated discussion, whose point seems to be to dissociate himself from 
any accusation of relativism, perhaps because that would mean he is still 
attached to a form of the theory of knowledge, Rorty describes Putnam 
as still unfortunately committed to saving from the realist position some 
version of the universal validity claim.'°’ For Rorty, who eschews claims 
to truth and knowledge on the basis of skepticism, this description of 
Putnam, who sees himself as a pragmatist, as still holding on to universal 
truth claims, amounts to unveiling him as finally not a pragmatist at all. 


5 


Continental Philosophy 
as Phenomenology 


Unlike Marxism and pragmatism, which began in the 1870s and 1880s 
before coming into their own in the twentieth century, so-called “contin- 
ental philosophy” and Anglo-American analytic philosophy both emerged 
around 1900. The term “continental philosophy,” which has no non- 
normative meaning, can be understood in different ways. One might be 
as including all philosophy of whatever kind in the geographical space of 
continental Europe, as distinguished from Great Britain. Understood in 
this way, the continental philosophers would be those who write in any 
one of the European languages except English, though mainly in French 
and German. Continental philosophy would include among its represent- 
atives not only the continental rationalists (Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz) 
but also the German idealists, such later nineteenth-century figures as 
Kierkegaard, Marx, and Nietzsche, the German neo-Kantians, and many 
others. In practice, especially in the US, the term has come to be used more 
narrowly to refer to no more than a subset of philosophy originating in 
the continental European space beginning with Edmund Husserl, hence 
as simply omitting European thinkers either earlier than or unrelated to 
Husserlian phenomenology. In this chapter, I will be using “continental 
philosophy” to refer to what is sometimes called the phenomenological 
movement,’ meaning forms of phenomenology understood in a broad 
sense to include hermeneutics, structuralism, postmodernism, and allied 
movements, that is, the various forms of philosophy, beginning with 
Husserlian phenomenology, invented by Husserl and his many successors. 

If we follow entrenched custom in taking “continental” philosophy to 
refer to Husserlian and post-Husserlian phenomenology and allied move- 
ments, we run into two obvious problems. One is the risk of conflating 
Husserl with phenomenology and Husserlian phenomenology. The other 
is the risk of conflating Husserlian and post-Husserlian phenomenology 
with philosophy in continental Europe. Both of these problems create 
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distortions. Despite what some of his followers may think, Husserl did 
not create phenomenology, though he did invent a form of it that proved 
extremely influential on a series of very talented thinkers over many 
years. What has come to be called the phenomenological movement is in 
fact the large-scale debate set in motion not by phenomenology, but 
rather by Edmund Husserl. Husserl’s students sometimes exaggerate his 
importance through simply denying that phenomenology existed before 
he came on the scene. Yet this is simply false. Before Husserl, Hegel and 
many others, including A. G. Baumgarten and even Kant, were either 
phenomenologists or exhibited phenomenological tendencies. Husserlian 
and post-Husserlian forms of phenomenology represent at most variations 
on a pre-existing theme. They are clearly new kinds of phenomenology, 
but represent neither the initial appearance of phenomenology in the 
debate nor perhaps even a wholly new type of philosophy. 

Further, continental philosophy neither begins nor ends with Husserl, 
who begins to participate in the debate nearly three centuries after such 
earlier continental thinkers as Montaigne and Descartes. One can further 
point out that there were many philosophers who were working in the 
European space from the beginning of the twentieth century who were 
never part of the Husserlian phenomenological movement. A short list 
might include not only European Marxists, but also Wittgenstein, an 
Austrian who wrote in German but worked mainly in England, Bergson, 
Jean Wahl, Thomists such as Etienne Gilson and Jacques Maritain, the 
German philosopher of science and culture Ernst Cassirer, a whole raft of 
German neo-Kantians besides Cassirer, including Hermann Cohen, and 
so on. 


Phenomenon, Phenomenalism, and 
Early Forms of Phenomenology 


The question of the meaning of “phenomenology” is difficult to answer 
since the main phenomenologists are very far from agreement. The term 
“phenomenology” can be distinguished from such other near synonyms 
as “phenomenalism” and “phenomenon.” In the famous passage on the 
divided line in the Republic, Plato distinguishes between what for Kant 
would be phenomenal and noumenal objects, that is, those which lie 
below the line and are given through the senses, hence can be seen, and 
those that lie above the line, cannot be seen, hence are invisible, and are 
given only through the mind.’ Kant later controversially distinguished 
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between noumena, which can be thought but not known, and phenom- 
ena, which can be experienced and known.’ “Phenomenalism” can be 
generally described as the doctrine that objects can be reduced to (and 
reconstructed out of) sensory experiences, which is associated in the 
twentieth century with such thinkers as A. J. Ayer and C. I. Lewis. 
Etymologically, phenomenology (Gr. phaenomenon + logos) is literally the 
science of phenomena. 

Since observers differ widely in what they understand as “phenom- 
enology,” it is difficult to generalize. Yet all known forms of phenom- 
enology appear to adopt an anti-Platonic approach to appearance. In the 
Republic, his most influential dialogue, Plato features an intuitive grasp 
of the true, or mind-independent real, access to which is limited on 
grounds of nature and nurture to a select group of philosophers in 
drawing a strict epistemological distinction between phenomena, appear- 
ances, and reality. According to Plato, no road leads through phenomena 
to reality. In his criticism of art and literature, he notoriously denies that 
mere appearance leads to access to the true, or the real. Phenomenologists 
of all stripes typically take an anti-Platonic stance in seeing phenomena, 
properly understood, as providing access to the real, which, hence, 
appears. To put the same point in other language, phenomenologists 
deny at least three central Platonic beliefs: (1) there is a transcendent 
real; (2) the transcendent real cannot be known through mere appear- 
ance, or phenomena; (3) the transcendent real can be directly grasped by 
at least some individuals some of the time. For phenomenologists, on the 
contrary, study of phenomena, of what appears, provides access to what 
is, hence to the real and the true. 

The term “phenomenology” (Ger. Phänomenologie) seems first to have 
been used by J. H. Lambert, a contemporary of Kant, in his Neues 
Organon, published in Leipzig in 1764.* Kant employs “phenomenology” 
only twice. In a letter to Lambert written in 1770 as he was beginning to 
formulate what later became the critical philosophy, he mentions he is 
working on a theory of metaphysics that presupposes a negative science 
he calls “general phenomenology” (phaenomenologia generalis). This 
science is concerned with determining the limits of the principles of 
sensibility.” About a year and a half later, Kant comes back to the topic 
in the famous letter to his friend Marcus Herz. In describing the plan 
of the book that later became the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant indicates 
it will contain a theoretical and a practical part, and that the former 
will be divided into two sections: (1) general phenomenology and (2) 
metaphysics.° 
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Lambert and Kant, while understanding “phenomenology” differently, 
do, however, both understand it in anti-Platonic fashion as marking out 
the legitimate limits of what can be known with reference to experience. 
Plato rejects the very idea of restricting analysis to the world of appear- 
ance instead of the world of reality. In the Phaedo, he attacks the Sophists 
for refusing to go beyond mere appearance, hence as refusing genuine 
philosophical explanation.” 

In reaction to Kant’s critical philosophy, Hegel rethinks phenomenology, 
which he grasps, in a reference to the human community, as the phe- 
nomenology of spirit. He understands the latter as the science of the 
experience of consciousness. Spirit is a general term referring to the 
conscious life of human beings. Hegel revises Kant’s understanding of 
experience and knowledge in putting the accent on consciousness and, 
unlike Kant, on self-consciousness. The science of the experience of con- 
sciousness refers to a process of knowledge with no preconditions that 
studies not the abstract conditions but rather the real practical conditions 
of knowing understood as unfolding in a social and historical context. 
The Phenomenology of Spirit traces the historical process of working out 
the real conditions of and in fact acquiring knowledge. The process 
begins in immediate consciousness, or knowledge of what is immediately 
given. In subsequent stages it continues and rises through a dialectical 
discussion centering on understanding the nature of knowledge through 
such stages as natural science, morality, art, and religion. The process 
culminates in the highest or properly philosophical standpoint that Hegel 
characterizes as absolute knowing (das absolute Wissen), which is often 
misdescribed in the literature as absolute knowledge. 

In the Introduction to the book, Hegel depicts knowledge as a process 
in which various theories of the object are formulated, tried out in 
experience, and reformulated. Truth appears as the limit in which, since 
the theory of the object is adequate to the object of the theory, further 
experience no longer reveals a distinction between them. Hegel later 
describes the Phenomenology of Spirit as the first part of the system of 
science, whose content is then worked out in detail in the Lagic.* 

Phenomenology is not eccentric within but rather central to Hegel’s 
mature position. Hegel is a major philosophical figure, one of the very 
few whose enormous influence, like Kant’s, continues to echo through 
the later debate. Hegel is in many ways a deep Kantian, often opposed to 
specific Kantian ideas but basically committed to working out the critical 
philosophy, which continues in Hegelian phenomenology. In virtue of 
Hegel’s impact, phenomenology is mentioned by others prior to and 
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around the same time as the early Husserl, including Hermann Lotze, 
Gustav Class, Henri-Frédéric Amiel, Eduard von Hartmann, William 
Hamilton, and C. S. Peirce.’ Yet Hegel is by far the strongest thinker 
prior to Husserl for whom phenomenology plays a central role. 

Husserl, whose background in the history of philosophy was relatively 
weak, seems to have inherited the prejudices of his teacher, Franz Brentano, 
concerning his phenomenological predecessor. Husserl, who never studied 
Hegel with care, perhaps not at all, remarks that the impulse toward philo- 
sophy as rigorous science is hindered in Hegel’s Romantic philosophy, 
which lacks a critique of reason.” This reference is doubly inaccurate since 
Hegel was opposed to Romanticism, which he criticized. Further, the 
central thrust of Hegel’s position consists in criticizing Kant’s theory of 
pure reason (Vernunft), for which he substitutes a theory of spirit (Geist). 
More neutral references in Husserl’s later writings never reveal specific 
knowledge of any Hegelian texts. 

Husserl’s unhistorical attitude toward prior phenomenology, particularly 
Hegel, leads to two very different, but equally inaccurate reactions among 
his followers. One, already noted, is to deny that there is any significant 
phenomenological precedent in the prior debate. Works on Husserl and 
Husserlian phenomenology often maintain that phenomenology was 
discovered or invented by Husserl, or at least that it can be discussed 
without any account of historical precedents.” A second approach con- 
sists in suggesting that Husserlian and other forms of phenomenology 
are indistinguishably similar. Following Husserl’s emphasis on method, 
French observers often make versions of the mistaken claim that Hegel, 
Husserl, and Heidegger employ the same method.’* Yet Hegel has no 
discernible single method, and, in virtue of his critique of Kant, it seems 
that his position excludes the very idea of one, while the differences 
between Husserl and Heidegger are so profound as to call into question 
the idea that they share a common approach. 


Husserl and the Origins of 
the Phenomenological Movement 


Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), the German phenomenologist, was one 
of the most inventive and most influential thinkers of modern times. He 
was a very prolific writer, who published several books during his lifetime 
but at his death left some 45,000 pages composed in shorthand that have 
still not been fully transcribed. 
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Husserl, who was born in Bohemia, studied in Leipzig, Berlin, and 
Vienna, and taught at Halle, Gottingen, and, from 1916 to 1928, at 
Freiburg im Breisgau. He came to philosophy from mathematics. He 
studied with Karl Weierstrass and Leopold Kronecker, and took a Ph.D. on 
the calculus of variations. He then attended lectures by Franz Brentano and 
Carl Stumpf, eventually writing a second dissertation (Habilitationsschrift) 
about the psychological analysis of the concept of number. At the time, 
he was close to J. S. Mill, who took a psychologistic approach in reducing 
epistemology to psychology. He studied Mill’s System of Logic (1843) 
with care. In his never completed Philosophy of Arithmetic, Husserl tried 
to derive the fundamental concept of number, hence mathematics, from 
psychology. The first volume, which was published in 1891, criticized the 
views of the German logician Gottlob Frege’s Foundations of Arithmetic 
(1884) from a psychologistic standpoint. Frege famously replied to Husserl. 
In his extremely critical review of Husserl’s book, Frege objected to its 
psychologistic effort to base logic, in this case mathematics, on psycho- 
logy.'* After this point, Husserl turned radically against psychologism — 
the precise reason is controversial — either in reaction to or independently 
of Frege’s criticism.’* 

The first fruit of Husserl’s rejection of psychologism appeared in Logical 
Investigations, which was published in two volumes in 1900 and 1901, 
his breakthrough to phenomenology. This enormous work — more than 
800 pages — was the foundational text of the nascent phenomenological 
movement, widely influential on those attracted to Husserlian phenom- 
enology. Yet Michael Dummett could write as late as 2000, that is, a 
century after its initial publication, that it was still largely unknown to 
English-speaking students of philosophy.'® In the first volume, which 
bears the Kantian title Prolegomena To Pure Logic, Husserl, who has by 
now turned against his own earlier approach, provides a very strong, 
highly detailed refutation of psychologism.'” Husserl oddly regarded the 
critique of psychologism not as a special subject but as integral to phenom- 
enology.'* In passing, he also acknowledged the correctness of Frege’s 
anti-psychologism.’” In the tradition of Leibniz’s universal mathematics 
(mathesis universalis), Husserl here develops a conception of logic as a 
pure, a priori science of ideal meanings, and as a pure theory of science, 
or science of science. 

In the second volume, entitled Phenomenology and Theory of Knowledge, 
Husserl draws attention to a link between logic, epistemology, and 
phenomenology in characterizing pure phenomenology as ancillary to 
empirical psychology. Empirical psychology studies forms of experience 
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treated as real events. On the contrary, “phenomenology,” Husserl writes, 
“lays bare the ‘sources’ from which the basic concepts and ideal laws of 
pure logic ‘flow’, and back to which they must once more be traced, so 
as to give them all the ‘clearness and distinctness’ needed for an under- 
standing and for an epistemological critique, or pure logic.””” Husserl is 
clear that phenomenology has a foundational role. But he is not yet clear 
about how to understand its precise relation to empirical psychology. 

The discussion of logic displays a unity lacking in the sprawling nature 
of the six “systematically bound chain of investigations,” or “series of 
analytical investigations” that together make up the second volume.” 
The six Investigations study such epistemological themes as meaning, 
concept, proposition, and truth. Husserl here takes the view that logic 
studies ideal objects that are independent of, but accessible to, and 
graspable by the human mind.” At the time he wrote the Logical Invest- 
igations, on his own account, Husserl had not yet become aware of the 
explicit difference to which he later drew attention between pure, or 
transcendental, phenomenology and descriptive psychology.” 

It goes beyond the limits of this chapter to follow the six Investigations 
in any detail. Suffice it to say here that the Fifth Investigation explores 
intentionality. Brentano, with whom Husserl studied, revived the medi- 
eval concept of intentionality — from intentio, a Scholastic term for ideas or 
representations formed by the mind — to mean “reference to a content, 
direction toward an object ...or immanent objectivity.”** Husserl here 
reworks Brentano’s distinction in distinguishing between the content 
and the quality of mental acts.” He further suggests that an observer 
only sees a mind-transcendent object from a particular angle, profile, or 
aspect. The Sixth Investigation, in which Husserl explores the connec- 
tions between meaning and truth as they figure in various conscious acts, 
attracted the attention of Heidegger.” Husserl here discusses what he 
calls categorial intuition as a kind of perception through widening the 
conception of perception and intuition. 

After publishing the Logical Investigations, Husserl published almost 
nothing in the next decade prior to the important programmatic article, 
“Philosophy as Rigorous Science” (1911).”” This text provides an occasion 
for Husserl to respond to Wilhelm Dilthey, a contemporary German 
philosopher known for his contribution to Hegel studies as well as for his 
own theory of vitalism. In an important paper which appeared in 1910, 
Dilthey argued in a vaguely Hegelian manner inimical to traditional 
philosophical claims of unrevisable knowledge that philosophical positions 
manifest a bewildering series of worldviews while denying that they lead 
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to epistemological skepticism.”* Though personally friendly with Dilthey, 
Husserl read Dilthey’s claims in an altogether different way than their 
author. He understood Dilthey’s position as leading to relativism and 
skepticism. In response, Husserl proposes a traditional view of philosophy 
as the source of apodictic knowledge in promoting phenomenology as the 
only acceptable version of philosophy in the rigorous, or scientific, sense. 

As in the Logical Investigations, so here Husserl defends a broadly 
Kantian view of rigorous philosophy. In the Prolegomena, Kant aims 
toward the future, as yet unrealized, metaphysics. This normative Kantian 
view now recurs in Husserl’s clarion call for a philosophy that is nothing 
less than science and indispensable “to teach us how to carry on the 
eternal work of humanity.””? Philosophy claims to be rigorous science, 
however, in a way that can only be fulfilled in the future. “I do not say 
that philosophy is an imperfect science; I say simply that it is not yet a 
science at all, that as science it has not yet begun.”*” 

Husserl, who takes over a normative conception of philosophy that he 
attributes to Kant, finds, other than the impulse to science, nothing 
positive in the preceding debate, not even in Kant," 
before him and Fichte after him. According to Husserl, these thinkers, 
who fully share Kant’s concern with rigorous philosophy, also fail to 
make even the least progress toward reaching this goal.*? Husserl is 
optimistic about the promise of his own approach. But he is pessimistic 
about other thinkers and, again like Kant, about all prior philosophy. 
Writing early in the twentieth century, Husserl thinks the goal of philo- 
sophy as rigorous science is not drawing closer but only receding. The 
emergence of three rival views — naturalistic philosophy,** historicism, 
and Weltanschauung philosophy (Weltanschauungsphilosophie)* — prevents 
the attainment of apodictic claims to know. Hence, they lead and can 
lead only to skepticism. Husserl, who composed this article before the 
analytic interest in naturalized epistemology associated with Quine and 
other later analytic figures, is not thinking of an aspect of analytic philo- 
sophy that, had he known about it, he would surely have rejected. He is 
rather thinking of the reduction of everything, specifically including ideas, 
ideals, and norms of all kinds, to physical nature.** This tendency is 
associated, as he points out, with the rise and spread of modern science 
throughout modern life, which always takes nature as a given. 

In discussing naturalism, Husserl contrasts empirical psychology with 
the wholly different science of phenomenology. Psychology is concerned 
with empirical consciousness, but phenomenology is concerned with what 
he calls pure consciousness. Psychology sets aside pure consciousness, 
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which is the subject matter of phenomenology, which, as a kind of non- 
empirical psychology, “brings social phenomena to direct givenness and 
investigates them according to their essence.” Phenomenology studies 
phenomena in which no difference can be drawn between appearance and 
being.” It is not concerned with phenomena as appearances of some- 
thing else, say metaphysical reality, but only with what is immediately 
given, which it undertakes to study as it is given. The immediately given 
psychical content is not nature in itself. Phenomena, which have no nature, 
instead have an essence that can be directly grasped. Husserl insists that 
phenomena are directly given, that they are directly given through intu- 
ition, and that the relevant concepts correctly describe essential intuition. 
“All the statements that describe the phenomena in direct concepts do 
so, to the degree that they are valid, by means of concepts of essence, 
that is, by conceptual signification of words that must permit of being 
redeemed in an essential intuition.** Husserl believes that essences grasped 
in intuition can be described in conceptual statements which are object- 
ively valid, hence are not in any way subjective. He goes on to distinguish 
the intuitive grasp of essences from such obvious rivals as “experience,” 
including perception or recollection, empirical generalization, matters 
of fact. 

Husserl, whose grasp of the history of philosophy was never good, had 
odd views of his relation to it. He goes so far as to claim that his phenom- 
enological critique of other sciences corresponds to the secret longing of 
modern philosophy.* Like Kant, who famously claims that Hume awoke 
him from his dogmatic slumber, Husserl also relates his position to Hume’s. 
Husserl claims to understand as essence what Hume was grasping for in 
his positivist conflation of essence and idea, as distinguished from impres- 
sion. Hume’s problems need not have driven him to skepticism, since they 
belong to and can be solved through phenomenology.“ Hume needed 
to turn away from existential claims about nature to the science of pure 
phenomenology, for psychology, hence psychological knowledge, can only 
be based on what Husserl clearly labels as “essential knowledge of the 
psychical.”*' To put the same point in other words, it is only possible to 
go beyond the confusions of modern psychology, illustrated by Hume, if 
psychology, as well as all the other sciences, is based on phenomenology, 
for, as Husserl unblinkingly reports, “every real theory of knowledge must 
necessarily be based on phenomenology.” 

Husserl also rejects historicism and what, following Dilthey, he calls 
Weltanschauungsphilosophie, or philosophy based on a worldview. Husserl 
understands Dilthey’s position as an attack on the very idea of philosophy 
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as science. For Husserl, these two kinds of philosophy are related. His- 
toricism, which reduces everything to history, is the opposite of naturalism, 
which reduces everything to nature, and, like it, leads to relativism, hence 
to skepticism. Following Dilthey, Husserl understands the philosophy of 
the worldview as the result of according objective validity to one or another 
worldview, whose simple proliferation, as Dilthey points out, destroys any 
belief in the universal validity of any philosophical system. Husserl sees 
a philosophy based on worldviews as weakening a traditional view of 
philosophy as yielding apodictic knowledge. The result of adopting his- 
toricism is that the “ideas of truth, theory, and science would then, like 
all ideas, lose their absolute validity.”** Like Kant, Husserl rejects any form 
of the view that science can emerge from reasoning based on history. 
While Husserl is willing to grant that a worldview reaches the highest 
level of wisdom, he is unwilling to grant that it in any sense reaches truth. 
A worldview is different in different periods, but the idea of science is 
“supratemporal.”“* A philosophy based on a worldview must, hence, give 
up the pretense of being science.“ 

“Philosophy as Rigorous Science,” like most of Husserl’s writings, is a 
meditation on the problem and the difficulty of finally making a correct, 
or radical, beginning of philosophy as science once and for all. The view 
of phenomenology that emerges from his reflection on this problem is 
centrally concerned with the limitless task of direct intuition of essences. 
“Thus the greatest step our age has to make,” Husserl writes, “is to 
recognize that with the philosophical intuition in the correct sense [that 
is, direct intuition], the phenomenological grasp of essences, a limitless 
field of work opens out... .”*° 

In subsequent writings, Husserl further develops, deepens, and alters 
his position, often in basic ways. Ideas I, which appeared in 1913, is 
intended once again as a general introduction to what Husserl begins to 
call pure phenomenology. The realism of Logical Investigations has in the 
meantime given way to transcendental idealism. Husserl now recom- 
mends what he calls the “phenomenological reduction” as bringing about 
a readjustment of viewpoint from the natural attitude to the so-called 
“sphere of transcendental phenomenology.”*” This procedure requires 
two steps: the reduction to the transcendental plane, and then the eidetic 
reduction, or further reduction to the eidetic sphere. Through the phenom- 
enological reduction, the phenomenological subject initiates a change of 
standpoint from the ordinary standpoint, also called the natural standpoint, 
to the transcendental standpoint, in which original and pure description 
is carried out. As a consequence, the being of the world, or existence, is 
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bracketed in concentrating only on what is immediately given to the 
subject in consciousness. In Husserl’s opinion, the resultant phenomeno- 
logical or transcendental phenomenology is not in any sense psychology, 
but remains strictly parallel to empirical psychology. The phenomenological 
reduction, Husserl contends, reaches the transcendental-philosophical 
standpoint or, as he also says, a transcendental-phenomenological Idealism 
or, again, idealism that has attained the status of science, which Husserl 
sharply distinguishes from psychological idealism. 

In the “Author’s Preface to the English Edition of Ideas” (1931), Husserl 
signals that though he has only treated transcendental solipsism incom- 
pletely, objections against it are incorrect.*® His reference is to his recent 
Cartesian Meditations (1929). Husserl, who earlier stressed the relation 
of phenomenology to Kant, here underlines its relation to Descartes. As 
part of his new interest in Descartes, he takes up the problem of tran- 
scendental intersubjectivity, which, in his opinion, provides the definitive 
answer to the problem of solipsism. Solipsism (from L. solus + ipse), or 
the possibility that only the subject exists, surfaces as a problem in 
Descartes’s Meditations on First Philosophy (1641, 1644). At the end of 
the Second Meditation, he looks out of a window and sees hats and cloaks 
passing in the street, which, he says, might be automatons, but which he 
infers through judgment are in fact men.*’ A similar problem recurs in 
Husserl after the phenomenological reduction, as a result of which the 
subject withdraws from the world into itself. In the first of the Cartesian 
Mediations, Husserl characterizes the philosophical standpoint as that 
of “transcendental solipsism.”® In the fifth of the Cartesian Meditations, 
he argues that the transcendental ego constitutes other egos in an inter- 
subjective community. Husserl here adapts a conception of empathy 
(Einfiihlung) borrowed from Theodor Lipps. He argues that our know- 
ledge of others arises indirectly through what he calls appresentation 
(Apprdsentation) on the basis of analogy. Yet though crucial to Husserl’s 
mature position, few of his followers were convinced by this argument.*? 

A final stage in Husserl’s heroic effort over many years to work out his 
conception of phenomenology is provided in still another introduction 
to phenomenology that he left unfinished at his death, The Crisis of the 
European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology: An Introduction to 
Phenomenological Philosophy. The concept of crisis is already lurking as it 
were in the conceptual shadows of his thought from the time of his 
initial phenomenological breakthrough. The term “Krisis” in the title can 
be traced to the Greek “krisis? meaning “choice or selection, judgment 
or trial, crisis or critical moment.” This latter pair of meanings is well 
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conserved in the cognate terms in modern European languages, such as 
in the English “crisis,” which translates Husserl’s unusual use of the Greek 
transliteration “krisis? as well as in the more usual German synonym, 
“Krise.” Speaking broadly, Husserl uses the term to refer to a problem 
constitutive of rationality. 

Husserl, who understands phenomenology as linking objective know- 
ledge and subjective interests, establishes a connection between rigorous 
philosophy and an implicit ethical goal." In the Crisis, where he relates 
the crisis of science’* to human being, he contends that in seeking objec- 
tive knowledge, philosophers are “functionaries of mankind.”** Like Kant, 
he maintains that human interests are served through philosophical reason 
as the guide for human life." In the Vienna Lecture (1935), the basis of 
the book, Husserl naively presents his vision of philosophy as the only 
effective bulwark against Nazism.*° Several years later in the Crisis, he 
acknowledges that in our time of crisis “science has nothing to say to 
us.”*” The difficulty does not lie in the intrinsic limits of philosophy, but 
rather in the failure to defend the correct conception of philosophy as 
rigorous science that alone can realize the “philosophico-historical idea 
(or the teleological sense) of European man.”** 

In the Crisis, Husserl returns to earlier themes and develops new ones. 
In “Philosophy as Rigorous Science,” he alludes in passing to Galileo’s 
central role in the rise of modern science.” Husserl now provides a 
detailed analysis whose result — Galileo successfully applied mathematics 
to nature — may seem less than surprising.® He also develops the concept 
of the life-world, which begins to occur earlier in his writings. Husserl 
here criticizes Kant’s unexpressed “presupposition” of taking the sur- 
rounding world for granted.°' He develops an elaborate analysis leading 
to the idea that all science presupposes phenomenology. Phenomenology 
studies the pre-given surroundings from which we rise through reduction 
to the transcendental plane.® According to Husserl, a scientist simply 
presupposes that objective scientific results relate to the pre-given sur- 
roundings, or life-world. “The knowledge of the objective-scientific world 
is ‘grounded’ in the self-evidence of the life-world.”° 

Like the German idealist Fichte, Husserl was obsessively concerned 
with finding a way to present his basic insight. His commitment to 
philosophy, which he identifies with life itself, led him, as he grew older, 
to despair about ever finally making the true beginning that alone would 
make of philosophy a rigorous science in the form of phenomenology, or 
later as transcendental phenomenology. In a passage charged with emotion 
from Ideas I, Husserl writes about his work: “The author sees the infinite 
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open country of the true philosophy, the ‘promised land’ on which he 
himself will never set foot.”® In another passage from the Crisis, in 
surveying his life and work as an old man, Husserl famously writes: 
“Philosophy as science, as serious, rigorous, indeed apodictically rigor- 
ous, science — the dream is over.” 


Heidegger and Post-Husserlian 
Phenomenology 


Husserl was influential in his own time in forming a group of disciples, 
who rapidly spread his teachings. Later phenomenology develops through 
interpreting, accepting, and further developing, or criticizing and reject- 
ing, his key insights. His Logical Investigations served as the cornerstone 
of the emerging phenomenological school, though Husserl, who was 
never satisfied with any of his writings, immediately began to revise it. A 
second edition appeared in 1913 but without the revised version of the 
Sixth Meditation, which was only published in 1921. Husserl later claimed 
that his chief error in the first edition lay in characterizing “phenomeno- 
logy” as descriptive psychology.” Since his view changed, even radically 
changed as he developed it, different followers were attached to different 
phases in the evolution of his position. The group of thinkers influenced 
by Husserl, which is long and distinguished, includes such important 
philosophers as Max Scheler, Nicolai Hartmann, and Martin Heidegger 
in Germany, and such French figures as Gabriel Marcel, Jean-Paul Sartre, 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Paul Ricoeur, and even Jacques Derrida. All of 
these figures differed, often in important ways, from Husserl. It is far 
from clear that later phenomenology in the twentieth century carries 
forward even the spirit of Husserlian phenomenology. 

Given the enormous wealth of often very important thinkers influ- 
enced by Husserl and the limited space at our disposal, it will be neces- 
sary to be very selective. Arguably Husserl’s single most significant and 
certainly most controversial follower is the German phenomenologist 
Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), whom many observers see as equally 
important as or even more important than Husserl. 

Heidegger initially studied Catholic theology with the intention of 
becoming a Jesuit. He gradually changed his mind after reading Brentano’s 
dissertation “On the Several Senses of Being in Aristotle” (1862). After 
studies in theology and mathematics, especially mathematical logic, he 
wrote a doctoral thesis on “The Doctrine of Judgment in Psychologism” 
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(1913), which was followed by a Habilitationsschrift on “The Categories 
and the Doctrine of Meaning in Duns Scotus” (1915). After completing 
his studies, as was and still is customary in Germany Heidegger begin to 
teach as an unsalaried lecturer, in Freiburg im Breisgau. in 1915. When 
Husserl arrived the following year, Heidegger became his assistant. During 
the so-called “war emergency” semester Heidegger began to hold lectures 
criticizing Husserl as well as Jaspers and Dilthey. Heidegger taught at 
Marburg from 1923 to 1928. In 1928, when Husserl retired, Heidegger 
succeeded him in the chair of philosophy in Freiburg. He remained in 
Freiburg from 1928 to 1944, a period interrupted only when he was 
rusticated at the end of the Second World War. He returned in the winter 
semester of 1950-1 and remained in Freiburg after his retirement. 

Heidegger’s relation to Husserl is a key problem in comprehending 
twentieth-century phenomenology. This problem is clouded by Heidegger’s 
distinct sympathy for National Socialism.” Though he was clearly inter- 
ested in and influenced by Husserl, scholars of Heidegger often study his 
ideas apart from Husserl’s. Yet Husserlian insights as well as reactions to 
them are woven throughout Heidegger’s early position. In a short auto- 
biographical sketch, Heidegger reports his fascination with Husserl’s 
Logical Investigations, which he read repeatedly, with special attention to 
the problem of categorial intuition in the Sixth Investigation. He was 
convinced that Husserl, who criticized psychologism, later fell back into 
it. He eventually came to the conclusion that Husserl’s effort to appre- 
hend the self-manifestation of phenomena was covered much earlier and 
in greater depth by Aristotle.” 

In comparison to Husserl, Heidegger is equally prolific, even more 
difficult to read, and an at least equally influential thinker. Though 
Heidegger claims to be a phenomenologist, he understands what he is 
doing very differently from Husserl. Philosophically, other than the claim 
to be doing phenomenology, which Heidegger appears later to give up, 
the two thinkers are opposed on nearly every significant point. Heidegger, 
for instance, rejects the very idea of phenomenological reduction, hence 
transcendental phenomenology, that Husserl came to see as the corner- 
stone of his position. Heidegger also rejects the phenomenological 
approach to epistemology that Husserl describes as early as the second 
volume of Logical Investigations. Heidegger, on the contrary, under- 
stands phenomenology as phenomenological ontology. Husserl relies on 
conceptions of the analysis of consciousness and intentionality. Heidegger 
abandons the terms “consciousness” and “intentionality” altogether. 
Heidegger was and was correctly perceived by Husserl as a strong critic 
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of his own position, which Heidegger does not so much continue as 
attempt to destroy. Both cannot be right about phenomenology. If 
Heidegger is right, Husserl is surely wrong; and, conversely, if Husserl is 
right, then Heidegger must be wrong. 

Heidegger’s often-stated, single, obsessive, lifelong concern, which 
begins with his reading of Brentano’s dissertation, is the problem of being, 
as distinguished from beings, or in other terms the being of beings. 
Heidegger’s first and most important discussion of this problem occurs 
in Being and Time (1927), a philosophically very ambitious book. As soon 
as it appeared, it was hailed as a philosophical classic, at least as important 
as any other single philosophical treatise in the twentieth century. Though 
this work is dedicated to Husserl, and though Husserl’s influence on 
Heidegger’s thinking is apparent, Heidegger here takes a very different 
view of phenomenology. 

In a short passage prior to the introduction to the book, Heidegger 
very effectively raises his main theme through the device of citing and 
commenting on a short passage from Plato’s Sophist, a dialogue in which 
Plato works out the outlines of a new theory of being. In the passage 
Heidegger cites, Theatetus and the Visitor are discussing “being.” A 
standard translation of the passage says: “Then clarify this for us, since 
we’re very confused about it. What do you want to signify when you say 
being? Obviously you’ve known for a long time. We thought we did, but 
now we’re confused about it.” Heidegger, who cites this passage in 
Greek, and translates it into German, comments that now as before we 
are not puzzled by “the question of the meaning of being.”’® He describes 
his aim as reawakening an understanding for this question through “the 
Interpretation of time as the possible horizon whatsoever of Being.””' 

This short passage helps us to understand the question motivating 
Heidegger and his typical procedure. Heidegger typically links the ques- 
tion concerning the meaning of being that concerns him throughout his 
writings to the history of philosophy. Here as elsewhere, ancient Greek 
philosophy serves as Heidegger’s point of reference. He possesses an 
unusual grasp of the history of philosophy but is virtually unaware of con- 
temporary debate outside his native Germany. Heidegger’s way of stating 
his thesis suggests the influence of Husserl. “Horizon” (Horizont) is an 
obviously Husserlian term. In Ideas, in discussing the natural standpoint, 
Husserl points, inter alia, to the temporal horizon of the world.” He 
indicates that his analysis will be both concrete — the concrete nature of 
his analyses is one of the most interesting features of his discussion — and, 
since it is concerned with any possible horizon whatsoever, transcendental. 


114 Continental Philosophy as Phenomenology 


Being and Time is a fragment of a larger work, which was never finished. 
The published part is divided into two divisions: the preparatory funda- 
mental analysis of Dasein and temporality, as well as eighty-three numbered 
sections. In the introduction, Heidegger immediately argues that the 
question of the meaning of being is the central philosophical question. 
According to Heidegger, this question was already central for Plato and 
Aristotle, and remains so for Hegel. A second point is that the necessary 
clue to the question that has never been answered lies in the fact of the 
vague, unthematized understanding of being that we all possess. Accord- 
ing to Heidegger, human being, which he understands under the name 
of “Dasein” — literally “being there” or “existing” — is basically con- 
cerned with the question of the meaning of being: “The very asking of 
this question is an entity’s mode of Being; and as such it gets its essential 
character from what is inquired about — namely, Being. This entity which 
each of us is himself and which includes inquiring as one of the possibil- 
ities of its Being, we shall denote by the term ‘Dasein’.””* So far, Heidegger 
has argued that the question that interests him can be raised by human 
beings, and is central to their being in some way. He goes on to insist 
that the question about the meaning of being is ontologically prior to all 
other questions as the ground of all the sciences. This question is further 
ontically prior since Dasein (or human individuals) always understands 
itself in relation to its “existence,” that is, “in terms of a possibility of 
itself: to be itself or not itself.””* Individuals can act or fail to act in ways 
that realize their potential, pointing in this way to a conception of authen- 
ticity. Yet since the question of being belongs to the being of human 
beings, any answer to the question of the meaning of being requires a 
preliminary analysis of the being of human beings. 

Heidegger needs to choose a modus operandi to carry out the pro- 
posed analysis of Dasein. He elects to concentrate on the ordinary way in 
which Dasein shows itself “proximally and for the most part, in its average 
everydayness.”’° As for being in general, so for Dasein time functions as 
the horizon. This task requires what Heidegger calls “destroying the 
history of ontology,” that is, exposing and freeing oneself from the prior 
tradition that transmits, but in his opinion also conceals ontology in 
order to arrive at the meaning of being. The function of this proposed 
destruction is positive. In this connection, Heidegger notes that Kant, 
the only one who has made any progress on human temporality, was 
blocked from going further by his dependence on Descartes, who him- 
self depended on medieval ontology. More generally, such interpretation 
allows us to appropriate the ancient Greek interpretation of the being of 


Continental Philosophy as Phenomenology 115 


beings in nature in terms of time, more specifically with respect to pre- 
sence (Anwesenheit, parousia). According to Heidegger, every later dis- 
cussion of time depends on Aristotle’s account.” The question of the 
meaning of being only becomes concrete in “destroying,” or revealing 
the errors of, the history of ontology. 

Heidegger, who believes that the appropriate method is phenomeno- 
logical, now forges a link between phenomenology and ontology. Like 
Husserl, Heidegger understands this approach as permitting access to 
what the former already calls the things themselves (die Sachen selbst), 
that is, to what is directly given in experience, as distinguished from 
Kant’s thing in itself (das Ding an sich), which is not and cannot be given 
in experience. Heidegger diverges from Husserl in studying the concepts 
of phenomenon, /ogos, and phenomenology by examining their Greek 
etymologies in order to cast essential light on their original meanings. 
This part of the discussion is at least as closely related to Kant’s treatment 
of the terms “phenomenon” and “appearance” as to his own account of 
ancient Greek etymologies. According to Heidegger, “phenomenon” 
means appearing in the sense of “not showing itself.” A phenomenon 
announces something, that shows and fails to show itself.” “Logos” means 
“discourse which lets something be seen.” Phenomenology, which is 
the science of the being of entities, hence ontology, is descriptive, and 
description is interpretive, or hermeneutical. This line of argument 
culminates in a single sentence, which significantly occurs twice in the 
book, where Heidegger very obviously summarizes his understanding of 
phenomenology: “Philosophy is universal phenomenological ontology, 
and takes its departure from the hermeneutic of Dasein, which as an 
analytic of existence, has made fast the guiding-line for all philosophical 
inquiry at the point where it arises and to which it returns.”’® 

The early Heidegger is a systematic thinker. The remainder of Being 
and Time rigorously develops the argument advanced thus far in original 
and often incisive ways. Heidegger denies that his position rests on philo- 
sophical anthropology. He insists that the analysis of Dasein is deeper 
than such sciences as anthropology, psychology, or biology. According to 
Heidegger, who here parts company with any transcendental conception 
of the subject, Dasein is always in the world, and knowing is only a 
derivative, not a primary, way of being of human beings. 

Heidegger also studies what he calls the worldliness of the world, or 
the essential property or properties that make it the world. He draws 
attention to a distinction between things — he uses the term “equipment” 
(Zeug) — that are ready to hand, that is, which can be used or fail to be 
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used, and those that are merely present to hand, or just there. This is 
roughly the difference between objects as they are meaningful to us in 
terms of our goals, and objects which just are. In this context, Heidegger 
gives the famous example of the hammer that supposedly shows itself as 
it is in terms of the uses to which it can be put, that are intrinsic to it, 
and that depend on the context, or world in which it is encountered.” 
His point seems to be that human beings structure what is in the world 
in terms of their goals. He applies this distinction to criticize Descartes, 
who, because he fails to raise the question of the meaning of being, fails 
to apprehend the worldliness of the world. 

Heidegger devotes a great deal of space to the general idea of authen- 
ticity, a theme he simply takes over without attribution from Kierkegaard. 
In his discussion, Heidegger plays on the distinction between what Dasein 
is, which is mine, which roughly corresponds to individual human poten- 
tials, and Dasein’s tendency to exist, or be actual, in ways that, since they 
reflect the influence of others, differ from what it could be in ignoring 
others to realize itself. According to Heidegger, one’s mood discloses the 
way the world is. In this connection he distinguishes between fear, which 
is transitive, that is, fear of someone or something, and anxiety, which 
is a free-floating way of being. Heidegger suggests that human beings 
rely in everything they do, including the interpretation of being, on 
understanding.*° “Understanding is the existential being of Dasein’s own 
potentiality-for-Being; and it is so in such a way that this Being discloses in 
itself what is Being is capable of.”*' Unlike Husserl, for whom description 
is without presuppositions, Heidegger argues that interpretation is never 
presuppositionless, but always dependent on an interpretive structure.” 
This amounts to the claim that the interpretive capacity characteristic of 
human beings functions in a circular way. “The ‘circle’ in understanding 
belongs to the structure of meaning, and the latter phenomenon is rooted 
in the existential constitution of Dasein — that is, in the understanding which 
interprets.”** Though the individual has capacities that can be realized in 
simply being who one is, for the most part as inauthentic beings we tend 
to fall into idle talk (Gerede). Heidegger goes on to englobe all the 
characteristics of the human individual in care (Sorge). In reviewing the 
possibility of inauthenticity, which Heidegger reads as a “fleeing in the 
face of itself and in the face of its authenticity,”** he argues that what an 
individual is, in his language the being of Dasein, is care. We cannot 
follow this detailed analysis other than to note that for Heidegger indi- 
viduals are always concerned with various possibilities, in short, with 
what one could be, or, as he says, with “Being-ahead-of-oneself.”** 
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In passing, Heidegger provides an influential, if flawed, account of 
truth. Earlier in the book he has inconsistently presented views of truth 
as transcendental (veritas transcendentalis)®® and as hermeneutical.*” He 
traces the familiar correspondence view of truth back to Aristotle in 
arguing that to say of an assertion that it is true means that it uncovers 
what is as it is. “The Being-true (truth) of the assertion must be under- 
stood as Being-uncovering.” Through analysis of the Greek term for 
truth (aletheia), Heidegger contends that the first letter (alpha) has a 
privative role which means taking out of hiddenness, or disclosing. Since 
truth depends on what individuals do, Heidegger goes on to claim that 
truth is relative to human beings. “Because the kind of Being that is 
essential to truth is of the character of Dasein, all truth is relative to Dasein’s 
Being.”* 

In Being and Time, Heidegger insists on the relation between his own 
phenomenology and his reading of the history of philosophy. His later 
writings dealt increasingly with themes in the history of philosophy. 
Heidegger’s next major work is Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics 
(1929). To the best of my knowledge every major commentator takes 
an epistemological approach to Kant’s critical philosophy. Heidegger is 
an important if controversial exception. In a famous series of lectures and 
debates with the German neo-Kantian Ernst Cassirer in Davos, Switzer- 
land, he developed the main lines of a rival ontological reading of the 
critical philosophy.” In Being and Time, he suggests that Kant begins to 
analyze but draws back from a full analysis of temporality (time).?’ In his 
important study of Kant, Heidegger casts himself as Kant’s legitimate 
successor, the only one who resolves Kant’s concern.” Heidegger implies 
that the critical philosophy, which was left unfinished in Kant, and which 
the post-Kantian German idealists and the German neo-Kantians later 
sought to develop, is only brought to an end in his own position. Since 
the post-Kantian German idealists also determine to take the critical 
philosophy beyond Kant in thinking it through to the end, Heidegger is 
clearly casting himself as a rival to them. 

Some time in the next few years, by his own account, Heidegger 
undertook a still mysterious turning (Kehre) in his position. Opinions are 
divided about whether this turning is traceable only to his philosophical 
position, to his political engagement with National Socialism, or both. As 
a result of this change, Heidegger altered the focus of his thought. He 
now abandons the idea of taking up again and completing the early 
Greek philosophical concern with ontology, understood as the question 
of the meaning of being, hence to completing what, at least in his early 
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account, is arguably the main aim of the Western philosophical tradition. 
Perhaps because in the meantime he came to believe that the original task 
he set himself simply could not be carried out, hence Western philosophy 
could not complete its self-assigned task, Heidegger’s new interest lies in 
breaking with or going beyond philosophy. During this period, Heidegger 
held a series of lecture courses on the German Romantic poet Friedrich 
Hölderlin.” In the Republic, Plato famously argues that poets and artists 
are twice removed from reality, hence from truth.” In his discussion of 
Holderlin, Heidegger makes the anti-Platonic argument that only the 
great poet can, as he puts it, tell us who we are. In lectures on Nietzsche, 
he argues that the Western philosophical tradition comes to an end in 
Nietzsche’s position.” In the Letter on Humanism (1947), Heidegger 
clearly states his view that deeper than philosophy lies thinking (Denken), 
which he depicts as “a humanism that thinks the humanity of man from 
nearness to Being.”’° Heidegger also developed a theory of technology 
based on the ancient Greek concept of techne in arguing that in modern 
times human beings have come under the sway of an inauthentic techno- 
logy whose essence is a way of revealing beings as a totality.” 


Sartre, Merleau-Ponty, and 
French Phenomenology 


Later phenomenology owes at least as much to Heidegger as to Husserl. 
The influence of their very different positions leads to an unusually wide 
series of reactions. Though Husserl was vastly influential, Heidegger was 
arguably even more so, particularly in France, to the point where he can 
legitimately be regarded as the French master thinker from roughly the 
end of the Second World War to the end of the century.” Throughout 
this period, phenomenology was the single most important tendency in 
France. 

The peculiar French interest in phenomenology depends on the French 
reception of Hegel. During the 1930s, Alexandre Kojéve gave a famous 
series of lectures on Hegel in Paris that influenced a number of thinkers 
who later became prominent throughout French culture, including French 
philosophy. It has been argued that all of French philosophy from the end 
of the 1930s, when Kojéve’s lecture series came to a close, until at least 
the end of the 1970s can be understood as a series of reactions to Hegel, 
who functions as the master thinker in twentieth-century French philo- 
sophy.”” Hegel was already studied in France during his lifetime. Victor 
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Cousin, a prominent French philosopher, was a friend of his. Interest in 
Hegel, which later waned, was revived at the end of the 1920s in an 
important study of Hegel and Kierkegaard by Jean Wahl.*® Husserl 
studies began early in the 1930s. Emmanuel Levinas, who emigrated to 
France from Lithuania, studied with (and was attracted to) both Husserl 
and Heidegger. He played a key role in introducing the former to French 
students. When Husserl presented lectures on the Cartesian Meditations 
at the Sorbonne in 1929, the text was translated into French by Levinas 
(and Gabrielle Pfeiffer). He also published an early book in French on 
Husserl.” Heidegger was initially translated into French in the early 1930s. 
After the war, interest in his thought grew in reaction against Sartre, by 
that time world-famous, but still flirting with the French Communist Party. 
In a public lecture delivered after the war, Existentialism Is a Humanism 
(1946), Sartre defended himself against antihumanist criticism of existen- 
tialism in claiming that, like Heidegger, he was a humanist.'” Interest in 
Heidegger, who claimed in the Letter on Humanism (1947) to be misin- 
terpreted by Sartre,” and who called attention to a distinction between 
Sartrean existentialism and his own phenomenological ontology, was also 
ceaselessly promoted by Jean Beaufret, a French phenomenologist. 
Heidegger was also a philosopher of choice for French philosophers in 
revolt against Sartre’s enormous hegemony over French culture after the 
war. By the end of the 1950s or at the latest the early 1960s, Heidegger 
replaced Sartre as the French master thinker. At the time, it seemed that 
virtually every young French thinker not only flirted with Marxism but 
was also a Heideggerian. 

Existentialism, a philosophical position centered on the fact of human 
existence, was arguably invented in reaction to Hegel by the Danish 
philosopher Søren Kierkegaard (1813-55). Various forms of this general 
position later flourished in France. Existentialism and phenomenology 
are related and often difficult to distinguish. If existentialism is included 
in phenomenology, then French “phenomenology” includes such import- 
ant figures as Sartre, Merleau-Ponty, Gabriel Marcel — an existentialist 
who never claimed to be a phenomenologist — Levinas, Michel Henry, 
Paul Ricoeur, Jacques Derrida, perhaps Albert Camus, perhaps Simone 
de Beauvoir, and, among the younger generation, Jean-Luc Marion. Of 
these figures, phenomenologically speaking, the most important are with- 
out doubt Sartre and Merleau-Ponty. 

Those working in phenomenology are often inspired by Hegel, or 
Husserl or Heidegger. A peculiarity of the French phenomenological 
discussion — as noted above, they are understood to employ the same 
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method — is that French phenomenologists tend to draw their inspiration 
from all three thinkers. Sartre studied Husserl intensively for some four 
years. Though his command of German was imperfect, he struggled with 
Heidegger’s thought in the original. And he seems to have absorbed 
Hegelian ideas, which were in the air, without ever studying Hegel 
directly or attending Kojéve’s lectures. The resultant synthesis is on display 
in Being and Nothingness: A Phenomenological Essay on Ontology (1943). 
It is not by chance that when it appeared during the war this work, 
which insisted on total freedom during the Nazi occupation of France, 
immediately made Sartre world-famous. 

French philosophy and culture has been decisively influenced by 
Descartes over centuries. Sartre (1905-80) has often been called the last 
of the Cartesians. Merleau-Ponty (1907-61), who is critical of his French 
colleague, is often said to be the first post-Cartesian French thinker. Like 
Heidegger, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty also read intentionality as naming 
an irreducible ontological relation with the world. In an important early 
article, Sartre criticizes Husserlian idealism from the vantage point of 
realism.'* In Being and Nothingness, his most important philosophical 
work, Sartre works out an impressive dualistic ontological analysis based 
on the distinction between the in-itself and the for-itself. In Sartre’s 
hands, this Hegelian terminology refers, respectively, to the difference 
between things, which just are, and human beings, who choose what 
they wish to be in terms of a project. Sartre typically holds that human 
beings find themselves in a world they did not make, which is meaning- 
less, but to which they give meaning in choosing their own ways of 
being. In an early article, Sartre discussed “Cartesian Freedom.”!” He 
picks up on that theme here in implausibly maintaining that we are 
always and wholly free. 

Sartre is influenced by, but differs from, earlier phenomenologists. In 
the detailed introduction to Being and Nothingness, he develops a real- 
istic approach to phenomenology in which the subject transcends mere 
appearances of the phenomenon, which also transcends knowledge that 
we have of it. This leads to an ontology defined as “the description of the 
phenomenon of being as it manifests itself.”'°° Sartre immediately breaks 
with Heidegger in insisting on consciousness. He also breaks with Husserl, 
whose idealism he understands on the model of Berkeley, in promoting 
realism. Sartre understands consciousness as the transphenomenal dimen- 
sion of the subject. Through consciousness we are directed toward objects 
that are out there in the world. “The first procedure of a philosophy,” he 
writes, “ought to be to expel things from consciousness and to reestablish 
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its true connection with the world... .”!°’ Consciousness is always 
grounded in an immediate, non-reflective self-consciousness. Sartre under- 
stands consciousness along the lines of a causal theory of perception 
in which the object causes the phenomenon which is perceived and to 
which it cannot be reduced. “[T]he being of the phenomenon, although 
coextensive with the phenomenon, cannot be subject to the phenomenal 
condition, which is to exist only in so far as it reveals itself — and that 
consequently it surpasses the knowledge which we have of it and pro- 
vides the basis for such knowledge.”'®* 

Sartre is not only a gifted philosopher, he is also a gifted literary critic 
and novelist who was awarded the Nobel Prize for literature, which he 
refused. His literary gifts are on display in a novel, Nausea (1938), in 
which, in a brilliant passage, he famously describes the nausea supposedly 
secreted by the roots of a chestnut tree.’ Being and Nothingness con- 
tains a similarly brilliant passage about what Sartre calls “The look” (Ze 
regard), in which he analyzes ways in which we objectivate, or objectify, 
others. For instance, in a passage on shame, Sartre writes: “Pure shame is 
not a feeling of being this or that guilty object but in general of being an 
object; that is, of recognizing myself in this degraded, fixed, and depend- 
ent being which I am for the other.” +° 

Sartre later went on to many other projects. For a time he turned to 
Marxism — he did not distinguish Marx and Marxism — in attempting, 
many observers think unsuccessfully, to synthesize his own brand of 
existentialism with both. According to Sartre, Marxism, which he calls 
the ideology of our time, is in danger of collapse without existentialism. ™™ 
He worked out his view of Marxism in a huge, unedited study, Critique 
of Dialectical Reason (1960), in which he moved away from his earlier 
view of human individuals as always and wholly free in taking a contextual, 
historicist view of reason.'!” As part of his later concern to grasp indi- 
viduals in the historical context, he produced an enormously long, but 
never completed, and unfortunately also unedited study of the French 
novelist, Gustave Flaubert.'! 

As a philosopher, Sartre, who had many other interests, always gave 
the impression of being an amateur of genius, but nonetheless still an 
amateur. As he grew older, he became increasingly self-indulgent, writing 
as much as fifty pages a day, which he published without editing or even 
rereading. In comparison with Sartre, Merleau-Ponty is a more orthodox 
thinker. Like Sartre, Merleau-Ponty also studied at the Ecole normale 
supérieure, a select institution for the brightest students. Sartre, who 
taught in the French /ycée before the war, never returned to teaching. 
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After the war, Merleau-Ponty taught in Lyons, Paris, and then at the 
Collége de France, an extremely prestigious institution where chairs are 
specifically created for and awarded to only one or two outstanding fig- 
ures in a particular field. For a time Sartre and Merleau-Ponty were closely 
associated on various projects — for instance, they were co-founders of 
the important French intellectual journal Les Temps Modernes — but they 
later fell out after Sartre, who quarreled with virtually every intellectual 
figure of the time, attacked his colleague’s views.''* At odds with the often 
clannish, hothouse world of French philosophy, Merleau-Ponty, who 
thought for himself, possessed an original voice, and was critical of his 
colleagues, though in a very measured, more precise way than the unusu- 
ally excitable Sartre. Unlike Sartre, who is mainly dependent on the 
traditional three Hs of French philosophy — Hegel, Husserl, and Heidegger 
— Merleau-Ponty draws on other sources, such as the French thinker 
Henri Bergson. 

One area where the difference in style between Merleau-Ponty and 
Sartre is important is the history of philosophy. Though Sartre mentions 
historical figures, he rarely studied philosophical texts and is at best an 
uncertain commentator of other figures. Merleau-Ponty was much better 
at interpreting the history of philosophy, more aware of the significance 
of philosophical precedent. In an important remark about Hegel, he 
credits the German philosopher with being the central figure in 
nineteenth-century philosophy, the person who set the agenda for the 
twentieth-century discussion, including the French debate: “All the great 
philosophical ideas of the past century — the philosophies of Marx and 
Nietzsche, phenomenology, German existentialism, and psychoanalysis — 
had their beginnings in Hegel.” This passage suggests, correctly I 
think, that Hegel is not only a singularly important thinker, but that his 
theories largely determine the contemporary French debate, including 
the reception of Heidegger. 

Merleau-Ponty died prematurely, before he had a chance to work out 
his full range of views. His writings fall very schematically into two main 
groups, philosophical psychology and phenomenology, which he con- 
siders together, and political philosophy. He was especially interested in 
Gestalt psychology, though critical of Wolfgang Kohler’s work on brain 
states and of behaviorist claims about the supposed causal relation 
between mental activities and the physical organism. His critical relation 
to phenomenology, leading to his own position, turns on the Husserlian 
concept of reduction. For Merleau-Ponty, phenomenology must either 
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be phenomenology without a phenomenological reduction or it is not 
possible at all. The preface to Phenomenology of Perception (1945), his most 
single most important treatise, comparable in importance to Being and 
Nothingness, contains a detailed critical discussion of Husserlian reduc- 
tion. Merleau-Ponty here reacts against the later Husserl’s conviction 
that reduction from the natural attitude to the transcendental plane, 
hence to the transcendental ego, must be the cornerstone of phenomeno- 
logy. He objects that reduction is a process of infinite length. In a famous 
passage, he writes: “The most important lesson which the reduction 
teaches us is the impossibility of a complete reduction.” ™6 

This view of reduction led Merleau-Ponty to take a critical stance 
toward both Husserl and Heidegger. Noting that they propose very 
different conceptions of phenomenology, he writes in an important state- 
ment in the initial paragraph of Phenomenology of Perception: 


One may try to do away with these contradictions by making a distinction 
between Husserl’s and Heidegger’s phenomenologies; yet the whole of 
Sein und Zeit | Being and Time] springs from an indication given by Husserl 
and amounts to no more than an explicit account of the “natürlicher 
Weltbegriff” or the “Lebenswelt” which Husserl, toward the end of his life, 
identified as the central theme of phenomenology, with the result that the 


contradiction reappears in Husserl’s own philosophy.'!” 


This remark is doubly important. On the one hand, it points to a dif- 
ficulty in Husserl’s effort at pure, unfettered, presuppositionless descrip- 
tion in his early breakthrough to phenomenology. If phenomenology 
depends on the life-world, or the natural attitude, then not only Kant, 
but also Husserl depends on unacknowledged presuppositions which 
undermine the very idea of philosophy as presuppositionless science. On 
the other hand, there is a deep contradiction in Heidegger, who refuses 
the reduction, hence the Husserlian conception of the subject as a tran- 
scendental ego, in favor of Dasein that is always already in the world. 
According to Merleau-Ponty, “Heidegger’s ‘being-in-the-world’ appears 
only against the background of the phenomenological reduction.”'"* 
The contradiction lies in the fact that Heidegger refuses but also depends 
on the phenomenological reduction. 

Merleau-Ponty bases his phenomenology on a theory of perception he 
develops in the Structure of Behavior (1942)''? and the Phenomenology of 
Perception. The former mainly presents his critique of various rival theories, 
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especially behavioristic and causal perceptual models. The latter presents 
his own theory. Like Sartre, Merleau-Ponty typically insists that perceptual 
experience carries with it a relation to a world that transcends conscious- 
ness. He considers perception to be the privileged mode of access to that 
world. The problem lies in constructing an acceptable theory of percep- 
tion. Merleau-Ponty undertakes to do this in the Phenomenology of 
Perception, to begin with through criticizing the familiar sense-datum 
approach. He rejects this thesis as misrepresenting the basic level of 
experience as consisting of “pure” sensations. Holding that perception 
always and necessarily refers to a world that cannot merely be reduced to 
our perceptions of it, he regards a sense-datum analysis of perception as 
the product of a mere intellectual analysis. He goes on to describe an 
original view of the role of the body in perception?” in arguing that all 
perception is always from a point of view, or perspective. It is in terms of 
the body that we approach and perceive anything else. According to 
Merleau-Ponty, theories of the body and of perception are inseparable 
since, as he argues, the body is already a theory of perception.’*! He 
elaborates this theory in later chapters in the book, specifically applying it 
to the problem of knowledge. Merleau-Ponty’s views of the primacy of 
perception, and consequences for the traditional problem of knowledge, 
are most concisely stated in a short presentation before the French Philo- 
sophical Society (Société frangaise de philosophie). In arguing for the 
intrinsically historical character of knowledge, Hegel thinks that claims to 
know are dependent on, or relative to, hence circumscribed by, the 
historical moment. In a passage that marks his distance from Husserl and 
Heidegger and brings him close to Hegel, Merleau-Ponty makes a sim- 
ilar point. According to him, all our cognitive claims are imperfect, hence 
never absolute, always dependent on the historical moment. “But in 
reality the ideas to which we recur are valid only for a period of our lives 
or for a period in the history of our culture. Evidence is never apodictic, 
nor is thought timeless. . . .”!” 

Like Sartre, Merleau-Ponty wrote on political theory and political events. 
Sartre, who was originally apolitical, later moved closer to theoretical 
Marxism. Merleau-Ponty, who was originally close to Marxism in prac- 
tice, especially the French form of Trotskyism, later distanced himself 
from it. In Humanism and Terror (1947), he took a rather indulgent 
view of Marxism in suggesting that certain difficulties in real human 
politics cannot be avoided.'”* In the Adventures of the Dialectic (1955), 
he later criticized Marxism for incorrectly attempting to claim total know- 
ledge of history.” 
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Heidegger’s Hermeneutical Students: 
Gadamer and Derrida 


The influence of Husserlian phenomenology, both directly and indirectly 
through later thinkers he influenced, was strong throughout the entire 
twentieth century and remains strong in the debate. The list of those 
who belong to the wider phenomenological family is very long. Though 
many others could be mentioned — Paul Ricoeur and Michel Henry are 
particularly deserving of separate treatment in view of their importance — 
arguably the two most influential phenomenologists at the end of the 
twentieth century were Heidegger’s two closest followers, the German 
thinker Hans-Georg Gadamer and, if he is a phenomenologist, the French 
thinker Jacques Derrida. 

Other than their strong relation to Heidegger, these two thinkers are 
very different. Gadamer (1900-2002) studied with Heidegger, by whom 
he was very strongly influenced and to whom he remained loyal both 
personally and philosophically. Because of his link to National Socialism, 
after the war Heidegger was forced out of the University of Freiburg. 
Gadamer later intervened to make it possible for him to return to teaching. 

During Gadamer’s unusually long career — more than eighty years — he 
did important work in Greek philosophy and in hermeneutics, for which 
he is best known. Gadamer’s work is generally characterized by an unusu- 
ally strong grasp of the history of philosophy and culture in general. 
He began as a specialist in Greek philosophy. His dissertation was on 
Plato™* 


Greek philosophy.” He also published often very interesting studies of a 
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and over the years he published several other books on aspects of 
number of earlier philosophical figures and even poets,'*’ as well as on 
specific themes in emphasizing the relation to the historical moment. For 
instance, in arguing against the idea of timeless reason, he pointed use- 
fully to the need to understand reason differently after the increasing 
separation between science and philosophy due to the rise of modern 
science.” 

His career did not really begin to take off until the appearance of 
Truth and Method (1960), an important study of hermeneutics he pub- 
lished at age 60.'” The title, which suggests a method leading to truth, 
perhaps even a Cartesian method, is misleading. In place of method, 
Gadamer substitutes a form of hermeneutics, or interpretation. Heidegger 
raises this theme in Being and Time in his accounts of interpretation and 
understanding. In Truth and Method, Gadamer pursues this theme in a 
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different way in resituating it in the lengthy prior debate about her- 
meneutics, which Heidegger mainly ignores. 

Hermeneutics (from Gr. bermeneuein, “to interpret”) is already dis- 
cussed by Aristotle.'%° Since the work of Friedrich Schleiermacher, the 
great German Protestant theologian and Plato scholar, who was a close 
contemporary of Hegel, in the first quarter of the nineteenth century,'*! 
hermeneutics has been associated with Protestant interpretation of sacred 
texts. Gadamer’s main aim in his book lies in clarifying the concept of 
understanding, both in itself and in relation to what he calls “the methodo- 
logy of the human sciences.”!** According to him, understanding, which 
is not confined to knowledge, is literally everywhere involved in the 
way we relate to the world. Gadamer, who points out that even natural 
science relies on understanding functions within science — this is for him 
an unclarified term — is mainly interested in claims for truth through 
understanding outside science, particularly in the appropriation of the 
central texts of the philosophical tradition and in what he calls “the 
experience of truth that comes to us through the work of art.”!** 

Gadamer’s view of hermeneutics is influenced by Husserl’s under- 
standing of phenomenological description, Dilthey’s attention to the his- 
torical horizon as the background for all philosophy, and Heidegger, 
whose ideas resonate everywhere in his former student’s writing. In his 
theory of hermeneutical understanding Gadamer usefully corrects 
Heidegger. Heidegger’s concern to recover the question of the meaning 
of being as it was originally raised in early Greek philosophy suggests 
that one can go back behind the historical tradition. Gadamer, on the 
contrary, insists on the unavoidable embeddedness of interpretation in 
an ongoing historical context, which cannot be bracketed, or put out of 
play. He also resists in this way Husserl’s device of phenomenological 
reduction. On that specific point, he is close to such other phenomeno- 
logists as Hegel and Merleau-Ponty, who also stress the importance of 
history. 

According to Gadamer, all interpretation of whatever kind always take 
place in a cultural context, which changes through history. Any inter- 
preter of any text belongs to a particular culture. The work of interpreta- 
tion consists in an interplay between past and present, what Gadamer 
calls a fusion of horizons, between the text to be understood and the 
present perspective within which the interpreter is situated. We never 
know what is really in any particular text since there is no way to go 
beyond our present perspective, which always functions as a horizon, or 
limit, that structures our understanding. 
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Derrida (1930-2004) wrote prolifically on an unusually wide number 
of topics. He was born in Algeria, and only later emigrated to France 
as a young man to study at the Ecole normale supérieure. Yet he is in a 
number of ways quintessentially French. Derrida is a cross-over figure 
whose work combines philosophical and literary themes. His main influ- 
ences lie in such widely scattered figures as Husserl, Heidegger, Nietzsche, 
Freud, and Levinas. He has long been vastly more influential in the US, 
where his work spawned a minor cottage industry, especially in literary 
studies of various kinds, than in France. In France, he was mainly active 
outside the usual educational channels, earlier as a teacher at the Ecole 
normale supérieure and then for many years at the School for Advanced 
Studies in the Social Sciences (Ecole des hautes études en sciences sociales). 

Derrida began as a strong critic of Husserl. As a student, he studied 
Husserl very closely and criticized him in several early texts.’** He then 
turned to Heidegger, whose writings and concepts he commented on in 
a long series of unusually detailed analyses.'*° During this period, he also 
produced a lengthy, nearly impenetrable study of Hegel, Glas, mentioned 
above, intended to refute the very idea of total system he attributes to 
the German thinker, as well as studies of Freud'*° and other figures. He 
later turned to a series of other themes, whose relation is not always 
clear, including Marx'* and religion.'** 

His work combines the typical French literary concern with close tex- 
tual analysis (explication de texte), which he applies to philosophical texts, 
with an often playful, ambiguous writing style in availing himself of the 
ambiguities of the French language. He is best known for the term 
“deconstruction” (déconstruction), which he introduced into philosophy 
in the late 1960s. Derrida never defined this term in any of his writings 
and in fact strenuously resisted any effort to provide a clear description of 
his position.’*? This term is arguably best understood in the context of 
his strenuous effort to subvert the very possibility of knowledge. Heidegger 
uses the term “deconstruction” (Abbau) as part of his effort to return to 
the question of the meaning of being as it was arguably originally raised 
by destroying the subsequent history of ontology, hence stripping away 
the later accretions that have grown up around it. Derrida, who writes in 
Heidegger’s wake, after the ostensible failure of the latter’s effort, uses 
the same term negatively in order, like Rorty, with whom he is some- 
times compared, to undercut the very possibility of a positive argument 
for knowledge 

Derrida is an epistemological skeptic of a peculiar kind. He does not, 
like Rorty, claim that no argument for knowledge works. He, rather, 
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attempts to demonstrate that no argument for knowledge can possibly 
work. His argument consists in two steps. First, he indexes everything to 
language through the simple device of claiming, as he puts it, “There is 
nothing outside the text.”'*° If there is nothing outside the text, then 
any argument for knowledge must be made on a textual basis. The 
counter-argument that no such argument can be made is borrowed from 
Hegel. Early in the Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel suggests in effect that 
since language is general, you cannot say what you mean nor mean what 
you say.'*' Hegel, who is not a skeptic, is merely pointing to the difficulty 
in bringing words together with objects as part of his formulation of 
a theory of knowledge. His point can be formulated as the claim that 
words are inherently general but things to which they refer are singular. 
Derrida, who is a skeptic, extends Hegel’s argument to any effort to say 
things with words in undercutting the very possibility of definite refer- 
ence. If knowledge requires us to pick out objects through words, then 
Derrida shows that no argument can suffice to do so. It follows that, if 
this argument goes through, knowledge is impossible. 


6 


Anglo-American 
Analytic Philosophy 


This chapter will consider Anglo-American analytic philosophy, under- 
stood as a specific approach that came into being toward the beginning 
of the last century at the University of Cambridge in England before later 
spreading to the US and then rapidly around the world. The difficulty of 
identifying which thinker belongs to which tradition, which Marxism 
settled through political criteria, is a philosophical problem in analytic 
philosophy. Over a long period that now seems to be ending, analytic 
figures continually featured a political unity in refuting other main posi- 
tions. It should not be forgotten that this tendency arose in the successful 
revolt against and clear defeat of British idealism. Yet from the start 
analytic philosophy was marked by sharp differences in concept and con- 
tent. The political unity of analytic philosophy was important in the 
evolution of this tendency in two main ways. As in Marxism, a front united 
against other, rival philosophical movements worked well to conceal 
divergences, even sharp oppositions, between the various thinkers. Though 
they quarreled among themselves, Marxists always, or nearly always, united 
behind political leaders and political doctrines for the purpose of taking 
political power in society as a whole. Analytic thinkers, who seek political 
power within the academy, are content to work within it. The concern 
with political hegemony among philosophers in the academy later led on 
to visible, even major, tensions manifest in the unusually sharp struggles 
between the main analytic thinkers resulting in what currrently looks very 
much like the growing dissolution of whatever “Anglo-American analytic 
philosophy” has come to mean in the wider philosophical discussion. 
When, where, and with whom analytic philosophy begins depends on 
the observer. According to Anthony Quinton, analytic philosophy only 
began in 1912 with the arrival of Wittgenstein at Cambridge.’ For Morris 
Weitz, analytic philosophy employs a method, called philosophical analysis, 
which was invented by Russell and then only later refined by others.” In 
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the opinion of Michael Dummett, analytic philosophy is a misnomer 
for Austro-American philosophy, which includes both phenomenology, 
originated by Husserl, and what later became Anglo-American analytic 
philosophy, which begins in Frege.* 

The difficulty in describing analytic philosophy is a function of the 
unusual way it came into being. With the exception of analytic philosophy, 
all the main tendencies of the last century at least initially centered on 
the ideas of no more than a single important thinker — Marxism on Engels, 
so-called continental philosophy on Husserl, and pragmatism on Peirce. 
As a direct consequence, each of these three movements at least began with 
a central focus that even initially analytic philosophy never possessed. 
Analytic philosophy differs from the other main philosophical tendencies 
of the last century in that it was always less the result of the intervention 
and later influence of a single striking figure than a kind of coalition that 
came together for a specific purpose, namely opposing British idealism, the 
reigning position in Britain as analytic philosophy was emerging around 
1900. The fact that analytic philosophy never, even as it was beginning, 
possessed a single central focus akin to those of the other main philo- 
sophical approaches gives it not only a comparative richness leading to its 
extension in many different directions but also an important series of 
differences, even disparities, in the views of the main early protagonists 
that makes it very difficult, more so than for the other main tendencies in 
this period, even to name the main analytic themes. 


On the Analytic Revolt Against Idealism 


There is a difference between the origins of Anglo-American analytic 
philosophy and those of analytic philosophy per se. Although, in different 
ways, philosophical analysis and, by extension, analytic philosophy argu- 
ably go back to the Greek tradition, analytic philosophy as we know it 
today is much younger. 

Speaking generally, Anglo-American analytic philosophy was founded by 
three thinkers active in the University of Cambridge early in the twentieth 
century, two Englishmen, Bertrand Russell and G. E. Moore, and the 
Austrian Ludwig Wittgenstein, as well as the German Gottlob Frege, 
who taught in Jena. Through Russell, Frege, who did more than anyone 
to invent modern logic and modern mathematical logic, has always been 
very influential on analytic philosophy. Wittgenstein, who came to Cam- 
bridge as Russell’s student, later eclipsed his teacher. Yet the main figures 
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of early analytic philosophy as it was emerging in England around the 
turn of the twentieth century, before Wittgenstein’s arrival in Cambridge, 
were unquestionably Moore and Russell. 

In order to understand the origins of Anglo-American analytic 
philosophy, it will be useful to say a word about philosophical idealism. 
Idealism dominated the philosophical scene in Germany from Kant at 
least to Hegel and, depending on how he is interpreted, through Marx. 
As noted above, though idealism was still strongly dominant in German 
philosophy when Hegel died in 1831, after his death it went into a decline, 
which was only interrupted when it made a comeback in the 1860s 
through the return to Kant, leading to different German schools of 
neo-Kantianism. Starting in 1865 with the publication of Stirling’s The 
Secret of Hegel,* idealism spread rapidly through British philosophy. British 
idealism, which began earlier, is often said to include such names as 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, J. F. Ferrier, T. H. Green, Edward Caird, F. H. 
Bradley, J. M. E. McTaggart, and Bernard Bosanquet.” 

As analytic philosophy began to emerge in England around the turn of 
the twentieth century, British idealism was still the dominant philosophical 
tendency. The origins of analytic philosophy in England lie in Moore’s 
and Russell’s shared revolt against idealism. The proto-analyst Frege 
criticized Husserl before he turned to phenomenology and perhaps even 
to idealism. Yet there is no reason to believe he was ill-disposed toward 
idealism. Since he published in an idealist journal, it has been suggested 
he may even have considered himself to be an idealist. Like Frege, 
Wittgenstein, another of the central early analytic thinkers, was also not 
much concerned with idealism. His important early work, Tractatus Logico- 
Philosophicus, has only a single reference to this doctrine. In a passage on 
why the logic of facts cannot be represented, Wittgenstein remarks in 
passing, in alluding to Kant, that the idealist view of space fails to explain 
its many forms.’ 

It is unclear precisely how Moore and Russell, the founders of analytic 
philosophy in England, related to idealism. As undergraduate students of 
the Cambridge idealist McTaggart, they may have been, or at least may 
have considered themselves to be, idealists. In the short preface to his 
dissertation, which became his first book, An Essay on the Foundations of 
Geometry (1897), Russell says that in logic he has learned the most from 
Bradley, Sigwart, and Bosanquet.’ Similarly, in Moore’s first paper, “In 
What Sense, If Any, Do Past and Future Time Exist?” (1897), he follows 
Bradley, and his methods, in arguing that time is unreal.'° Yet Moore 
seems to have rapidly changed his mind and, as early as 1898, to have 
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convinced Russell that Bradley and, by extension, idealism were pro- 
foundly mistaken.'! The identification with idealism, if it was one, was 
superficial and of short duration, since both Moore and Russell quickly 
became almost viscerally opposed to it. 

Moore engineered the analytic turn away from idealism in his famous, 
but now little-read, article “The Refutation of Idealism” (1903). This 
influential text was directed against idealism in all its forms, including 
British idealism, Hegel, Kant, and Berkeley. In the second edition of the 
Critique of Pure Reason, Kant has added his famous “Refutation of 
Idealism.”!* However, as an empirical realist and a transcendental idealist, 
his concern was to refute bad idealism, and not idealism per se. Here and 
in other passages, he rejects any effort to question the existence of the 
external world, which is supposedly placed in doubt by bad idealism. 
Moore generalizes but also transforms Kant’s complaint in a direct attack 
on idealism of all kinds. His article represents an attempt, not to con- 
tinue Kant, but rather to resolve the problem which, by implication, 
Kant had not resolved. 

Moore’s refutation rests on five unidentified, related claims growing 
out of Kant’s earlier effort to refute idealism. First, Kant’s attempt points 
to an important, but still unresolved, problem; second, there is a view, 
position, or theory that corresponds to the term “idealism”; third, idealism 
as a whole turns on a single, central, identifiable, mistaken doctrine; 
fourth, this doctrine consists of wrongfully denying the existence of the 
external world; and, fifth, this mistaken position can be defeated through 
a justified, but common-sense claim for direct knowledge. 

Each of these claims is either false or at least undemonstrated and 
indemonstrable. As part of the justification of his own intervention in the 
debate, Moore apparently assumes — but without demonstration — that 
Kant’s refutation fails. Moore further assumes there is something called 
idealism, which turns on a central, shared doctrine, though there are 
only a number of disparate idealisms that have no single identifiable 
doctrine in common. No main form of idealism, and perhaps none at all 
(Moore names none), denies the existence of the external world. And for 
Moore’s supposed refutation of idealism to count — his proposed altern- 
ative consists in the reassertion of what he took to be common-sense 
claims, such as “Here is one hand ... and here is another”!*— he needs 
not merely to assert such claims dogmatically but further to show why 
they should be accepted, say through an epistemological argument. 

Though weakly argued, Moore’s refutation of idealism was extremely 
influential in the British discussion. It effectively vanquished British 
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idealism, which quickly disappeared with little trace. Furthermore, it led 
to an enduring analytic turn against idealism of all kinds, which has never 
been revoked and about which few analytic thinkers were even tolerably 
informed," and, by extension, to a certain disdain for the history of 
philosophy. Thus Rorty reports Quine’s quip about the contrast between 
those interested in the history of philosophy and those interested in 
philosophy.’ 

The remark attributed to Quine reveals a dismissive attitude about the 
history of philosophy linked to a certain resistance among analytic thinkers 
about acknowledging the historical nature of the philosophical discipline. 
Like a number of earlier thinkers, such as Descartes and Kant, analytic 
philosophers tend to concentrate on problems not people, arguments 
and not texts. Analytic thinkers, who often know little about the history 
of philosophy, were for many years distinguished by the conviction that 
there is little or nothing to be learned by studying earlier philosophers. 
The unfortunate result was to make it more difficult for analytic thinkers to 
learn from a philosophical tradition that they, like Kant, thought was on 
the wrong track and often neglected to study. For many years, analytic 
philosophy took an anti-historical view of philosophy, and an ahistorical 
view of analytic philosophy. Hilary Putnam, for instance, mistakenly attri- 
butes to Hegel the view that “mind makes up the world,”'” and describes 
idealism as the idea that “objects that are not perceived make no sense.”"® 
This tendency has now begun to change from within, as it were. Hans 
Sluga claims that analytic philosophy wrongly depicts its own history as 
non-historical and attacks Dummett, an important Frege scholar, for 
wrongly attributing an ahistorical approach to Frege.'’? More recently, 
analytic philosophy has produced a series of often excellent historians. 
They include such specialists of ancient philosophy as G. E. L. Owen and 
Myles Burnyeat, and, more generally, Ayer, Dummett, D. F. Pears, John 
Passmore, Alberto Coffa, Michael Friedman, Peter Hylton and others. 


Analysis, Analyticity, and Analytic Philosophy 


Analytic philosophy makes a point of practicing analysis, for which there 
has never been any single or even widely accepted definition, conception, 
or method. As remarked above, different forms of analysis go all the way 
back to Greek philosophy. Analytic thinkers see Aristotle and Hume as 
among their main predecessors. Kant, who insists on the distinction 
between analytic and synthetic propositions, famously holds that analytic 
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propositions are not ampliative but merely explicative. Yet following Quine’s 
celebrated attack on the analytic-synthetic distinction, analytic thinkers 
are generally careful about endorsing any version of the Kantian view.” 

There is no agreement about the nature and limits of philosophical 
analysis as it is understood in analytic philosophy. Different analytic thinkers 
disagree among themselves. It is generally thought that all those committed 
to analysis share the ideal of a careful, detailed, rigorous approach that 
illuminates our concepts by examining how we utilize them in language. 
After that minimal claim, opinion differs. Analysis cannot be assimilated 
to a doctrine, since there is no common doctrine that all analytic thinkers 
share. Often it is directed against metaphysics, and even more often 
against idealism, though it is never clear what “metaphysics” or “ideal- 
ism” means. It is also sometimes suggested that, like chemistry, analysis 
consists in studying the parts of the things under investigation and their 
various forms of interrelation. 

Analysis reached a new stage in the writings of Moore and Russell. 
Indeed, it is sometimes said that Russell was the first to articulate the 
method of analysis as well as its most important practitioner. Yet the two 
thinkers’ approaches to philosophical analysis are very different, even 
incompatible. 

Moore is sometimes held to believe that philosophy consists in analysis. 
He practiced different forms of analysis but only described what he 
thought he was doing after many years. For Moore, the philosopher’s 
task lies in formulating definitions as a way of clarifying philosophical 
claims. He suggested in reply to a critical article’’ that analysis consists in 
finding in a proposition an equivalent but not mentioned concept, as 
“male sibling” yields the analysis of “brother.” Yet unlike later linguistic 
analysts, Moore explicitly claims not to analyze verbal expressions.” For 
him, analysis of propositions, which has only an indirect epistemic role, 
turns attention away from questions about whether a proposition is true 
or whether it can be known to be true. 

In Russell’s account, philosophy sounds like conceptual chemistry that 
decomposes things into their constituent parts, out of which they are 
then synthesized. He specifically says that philosophy consists in “logical 
analysis . . . followed by logical synthesis.””* Russell’s view of analysis 
derives from his work in logic and mathematics. Since, for Russell, logic 
is central to philosophy,” philosophy largely becomes the study of logic 
understood as philosophical method.” In his work in logic, Russell extended 
the findings of Frege, who showed that arithmetic could be reduced to 
pure logic,”® but did not deal with other branches of mathematics. Russell’s 
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logicism generalized this approach to mathematics in all its many forms. 
He went to great lengths to define the basic concepts of mathematics in 
purely logical terms but, working with Alfred North Whitehead, was less 
successful in deriving the fundamental principles of mathematics from 
purely logical laws.” The locus classicus of his view is contained in his 
theory of descriptions. Here Russell distinguishes between two main 
kinds of knowledge, that is, knowledge by acquaintance and by descrip- 
tion.” J. S. Mill introduced the distinction between denotation, that is, 
the individual entities to which a term applies, which is also called its 
extension, and connotation, or the attributes by which it is defined, also 
called its intension. Following Mill’s distinction, Russell worked out a 
theory of denoting that he presented in a famous article entitled “On 
Denoting” (1905). According to Russell, the surface forms of language 
hide a rather different logical form that can only be brought out through 
analysis. He influentially claims that the statement “the present king of 
France is bald” can be analyzed as the conjunction of no less than three 
statements: there is a present king of France, there is one and only one 
king of France, and he is bald. Since there is no present king of France, 
the statement is false.” Russell’s theory of descriptions was later attacked 
by P. F. Strawson in an influential paper on the grounds that it requires 
an unwarranted revision of our ordinary conception of speech.*° 

Later analytic thinkers extend the conception of analysis in various ways. 
Analysis has often been understood as in principle reductive or elimin- 
ative, that is, as committed either to reducing one kind of item, either a 
linguistic statement, or again a thing, to another statement or thing, or 
to eliminating it entirely. According to the empirical criterion of meaning, 
statements that cannot be verified empirically are said to be meaningless. 
Carnap relies on the idea that what cannot be known empirically is obvi- 
ously not real, and on the further idea that merely cognitive reference 
cannot be meaningful. He famously attacks Heidegger in “The Elimina- 
tion of Metaphysics Through Logical Analysis of Language” (1931)*! in 
arguing for the meaninglessness of all metaphysics. Following the early 
Wittgenstein’s view? that metaphysical sentences are unverifiable, hence 
meaningless, he argues that statements either asserting or denying the 
reality of the external world are mere pseudo-statements. At this point, 
when Carnap understood “metaphysics” as consisting in claims about the 
essence of things which transcend empirical experience, he was very close 
to what Kant understood as bad metaphysics. Like Peirce, Carnap’s version 
of the scientific worldview is similar to the concern with good metaphysics 
which already motivated Hume and Kant. 
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Physicalism, or the doctrine that everything is physical, is a variant of 
materialism, which goes back to ancient Greek materialism. Physicalism 
comes in a profusion of varieties. Some physicalists, such as Carnap, 
argue that all the sciences can be replaced through physics.** Philosophy 
of mind, which is related to physicalism, goes all the way back to Plato 
and Aristotle. Analytic philosophers of mind often argue some version of 
the view that the mind is the brain, as in so-called “mind—brain identity 
theory” — also called type-identity theory or reductive materialism, illus- 
trated by J. J. C. Smart, U. T. Place and David Armstrong — or defend 
eliminativism, that is, the view that all mental talk can be replaced by 
physical talk, or champion functionalism, as Putnam has done. Others 
adopt an intermediate view. Thus Donald Davidson argues for anomal- 
ous monism, according to which mental events just are physical events, 
but the former cannot be replaced by the latter.** 

Strawson advances an influential conception of what he calls descript- 
ive metaphysics, understood as an alternative to rational reconstruction 
in ideal, as contrasted with ordinary, language. Descriptive metaphysics is 
roughly the effort, as Strawson puts it, “to describe the complex pattern 
of logical behavior which the concepts of daily life exhibit.”** He does 
this most prominently in his book entitled Individuals (1959),*° in which 
he develops the view that material objects are basic particulars, and a 
further thesis concerning the traditional mind—body problem. In respect 
to the latter, he attacks as incoherent two main approaches, including the 
familiar Cartesian ascription of states of consciousness to mental substance 
and the so-called “no ownership” theory, for which states of conscious- 
ness are not ascribed to anything or anyone. A version of the latter is 
defended by Gilbert Ryle, who, in his well-known attack on Cartesianism, 
tries to exorcize what he regards as the ghost in the machine as a mistaken 
way of speaking about mind as the counterpart of the body as well as in 
order to support behaviorism.*” 

A rather different conception of analysis is illustrated by Dummett, an 
original thinker as well as an analytic historian of philosophy. Dummett, 
who relies on Frege, believes that analytic philosophy exemplifies a lin- 
guistic turn. Philosophy can account for thought through a philosophical 
account of language and only in this way.** Dummett points toward the 
early Wittgenstein’s idea that the problem does not lie in investigating 
phenomena, but rather in “the kind of statement that we make about 
phenomena.”* Today we are used to the idea that analytic philosophy 
is centrally dependent on the concern with language. In an anthology of 
classic papers that appeared around the time the linguistic approach was 
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already waning, Rorty popularized the term “linguistic turn 
ring to “linguistic philosophy,” “linguistic philosophers,” and “linguistic 
methods.” Yet this influence was not immediately recognized. Thus as 
late as 1918, Russell felt compelled to write: “The influence of language 
on philosophy has, I believe, been profound and almost unrecognized. ”*! 
Dummett goes on to argue that in concentrating on the particular lin- 
guistic mode of expression, analytic thinkers like Wittgenstein turned 
away from old philosophical questions in favor of new ones.” A similar 
point is made by Quine, who suggests, in reference to Carnap, the 
importance of semantic ascent, which he understands as the shift from 
talking about objects to talking about words.** A more radical form of 
linguistic turn lies in the early Wittgenstein’s view that most of the 
problems and questions that make up the philosophical debate are not 
false, but nonsensical, due to the failure to understand how language 
works.** This leads to the view that philosophy in all its many forms 
consists in the critique of language.** 


Moore, Russell, and Early Analytic Philosophy 


Idealism, materialism, and realism are often thought of as incompatible. 
Both Marxism and analytic philosophy are not only opposed to, but 
further understand themselves through their rejection of, idealism. The 
analytic rejection of idealism brings together often very disparate thinkers, 
beginning with the founders of Anglo-American philosophy, Moore and 
Russell. These two thinkers, who were undergraduates at the same time 
at Cambridge and later stayed on to teach there, were very different, in 
some ways sharply opposed. They share a common role in founding 
analytic philosophy by refuting British idealism, as well as a general com- 
mitment to empiricism — Moore favored an intuitive form of empiricism 
and Russell favored a logical form of empiricism, and an effort to avoid 
epistemology through some kind of claim for immediate acquaintance 
based on either common sense, sense-data, or both. Yet beyond this very 
circumscribed, minimal agreement, they seem otherwise to have little in 
common. Two more different thinkers, unlike in nearly every respect, 
have rarely been associated within a single conceptual tendency. 

Moore and Russell, who are both important thinkers, and who are 
often treated together,” are like two enormous horses that, though hitched 
to the same analytic cart, are pulling in different directions. Their differ- 
ences begin with their respective backgrounds. Moore, who began in 
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classics, was always concerned with details, whereas Russell, who studied 
mathematics, painted with a much broader brush. Though they often talked 
about similar topics, such as sense-data,*” or analysis, their views were 
usually different, often incompatible. The contest between them, which 
was complex, continued over many years, during which each influenced 
the other. During this period the emergence of Vienna Circle positivism, 
which was allied to Russell, tipped the balance in his favor. The result was 
less to resolve the differences between Moore and Russell, for instance 
by working out a common program, which was never accomplished, than 
to create a gradual analytic disaffection for Moore, who has been thor- 
oughly superseded and now belongs to the past — oddly enough for a 
major thinker, his books are now out of print — in favor of Russell, who 
in many ways remains the key figure of Anglo-American analytic philo- 
sophy despite his later eclipse by his student Wittgenstein. 

Moore (1873-1958) and Russell (1872-1970) were close contempor- 
aries. Moore did work once regarded as groundbreaking in epistemology 
and moral philosophy. Somewhat like Berkeley, he typically believed that 
many of the ordinary philosophical views simply ran against the largely 
correct views of the ordinary person. Like Thomas Reid, he was a de- 
fender of common sense, which he variously equated with views that a 
great number of people hold at a given time or are disposed to hold. In 
“A Defense of Common Sense” (1925), he claimed there is a vast body 
of shared convictions about “the world.” For instance, he claimed to 
know with certainty there are other human beings with whom he can 
communicate. Indeed, according to Moore, the common-sense view can- 
not be denied since it is only meaningful if people hold the view, that is, 
if it is true.*® 

In the context of early analytic philosophy, Moore’s appeal to common 
sense is important for two reasons. First, it provides a way of countering 
idealism that, at least on Moore’s account, advances claims everyone 
knows to be wrong. The appeal to common sense is designed to restore 
philosophical sanity by disqualifying much of what passes for philosophy. 
Second, common sense points to a way around the difficult problem of 
justifying claims to know in showing how to make epistemological asser- 
tions without needing to justify them. According to Kant, the difference 
between dogmatism, which merely asserts its claims, hence must in all cases 
be rejected, and philosophy, which is critical, hence possibly acceptable, 
is that only the latter argues its claims. In Moore, analytic philosophy 
returns to what for Kant would be a form of dogmatism. Moore believes 
that the question of whether we know or how we know can be satisfactorily 
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solved merely by asserting, Kant would say dogmatically asserting, what 
everyone already knows. 

When he wrote “The Refutation of Idealism,” Moore believed in 
immediate knowledge of material things. Later he took the position that 
we are directly cognizant of sense-data that refer to material things. Analysis 
of ordinary propositions about familiar objects — “This is a hand” — bring 
in sense-data, and the problem consists in understanding the relation 
between the sense-data and the object. 

Moore’s work is mainly piecemeal. Other than many articles, his main 
work is Principia Ethica (1903), in which he argued for the indefinability 
of “good” and discussed what he called the naturalistic fallacy. According 
to this fallacy, no definition of good is satisfactory, since it resists definition, 
analysis, or any attempt to pin it down.” In refuting ethical naturalism, 
Moore argues for an objectivist position as opposed to judgments about 
the good on the grounds that they refer not to natural but rather to non- 
natural properties. 

Moore was an essentially private and uncontroversial figure, wholly 
devoted to philosophy. Somewhat like his pragmatist colleague Dewey, 
Russell was not only an important philosopher, but also a public figure, 
and in Russell’s case a very controversial one. Russell, who was interested 
in education and social reform, intervened in the public debate on such 
themes as pacifism, which he recommended, and nuclear arms, which he 
opposed. Unlike Moore, Russell wrote a great many books on a wide 
variety of popular or semi-popular topics, such as Bolshevism — Russell 
thought the price to pay could not be justified and in any case commun- 
ism was likely to miscarry; Marriage and Morals, in which he extolled 
the importance of the institution of marriage but advocated premarital 
sex;>! The ABC of Relativity, which he explained in simple terms, accessible 
to the layman; and his autobiography." He also wrote many books, too 
numerous even to mention individually here, on a virtually limitless series 
of more technical “philosophical” topics. 

His main “philosophical” contributions are usually regarded as falling 
under three headings: philosophical logic, which turns on the idea that 
mathematics just is logic, also known as logicism; the foundations of 
mathematics; and epistemology and metaphysics. Yet he also wrote at 
length on individual thinkers, including an important early book on 
Leibniz, on the history of philosophy,” on ethics,*® and on religion,*” 
among other topics. 

Russell cites Moore often in his early writings. At the time he wrote 
the Principles of Mathematics (1902) he generously believed that the 
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main features of his position on the basic problems of philosophy all 
derived from Moore.” Yet even here, his position was very different from 
his Cambridge colleague’s. One difference is his distrust of intuition, 
which Moore favored. Another is his concern with science and math- 
ematics, which never interested Moore. A third is the complex interac- 
tion with Frege. In briefest terms, Frege, who was also committed to 
logicism, attempted to show in a two-volume work that arithmetic can 
be constructed on the basis of pure logic and set theory. The first volume 
appeared in 1893. As the second volume was going to press in 1903, 
Russell pointed out a paradox, which later became known as Russell’s 
Paradox. This paradox, which concerns the self-membership of classes, 
results from the formation of the class of all classes that is not a member 
of itself. In a word, if such a class exists, it is a member of itself if and 
only if it is not a member of itself." 

Russell’s critique was devastating for Frege’s program. Though he 
destroyed Frege’s specific commitment to logicism, Russell, who, as noted 
above, was much influenced by Frege, remained committed to the general 
logicist ideal. Frege’s influence is visible in Russell’s own logicism as well 
as in his commitment to making set theory work, an interest which con- 
tinued until he finally dispensed with classes or sets in his so-called “no- 
class theory” of classes. The latter, which can be understood as intended 
to solve the problem created by the self-membership of classes, consists 
in segregating, or dividing, properties, relations and sets, or classes, into 
types. Russell later claimed that his logical atomism, his most distinctive 
philosophical contribution, was strengthened by his theory of types.°° 

Under Frege’s influence, Russell did important work at the confluence 
of logic and mathematics. His most influential philosophical contribution 
is arguably his theory of logical atomism. Since the time of the British 
empiricists, British philosophy has always favored empiricism of various 
kinds. Distantly following Reid, Moore developed an intuitive form of 
empiricism. In combining traditional British empiricism and the latest 
logical techniques, Russell, who distrusted intuition, worked out a logical 
form of empiricism under the heading of logical atomism. 

Russell’s theory of logical atomism — the term occurs in a paper as early 
as 1911°'— was most fully described in a series of eight public lectures 
delivered early in 1918. Wittgenstein, who is sometimes regarded as the 
leading analytic philosopher of the twentieth century, came to Cam- 
bridge to study with Russell, whom he deeply influenced, in 1912. In the 
published version of his text, Russell prefaced his lectures by saying he 
will be explaining ideas derived from his friend and pupil Wittgenstein. 
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In calling attention to his logicist view that mathematics depends on logic, 
he notes that he eschews a monistic, or holistic, logic, which he describes 
as generally Hegelian, in favor of an atomistic logic. The world, he com- 
ments, consists in “many separate things,” hence it does not consist in “a 
single indivisible Reality.”°* The task of his lectures lies in justifying what 
he calls “the process of analysis” supporting this approach in terms of 
“absolutely undeniable data.”™ He calls his doctrine logical atomism. He 
intends to arrive not at ultimate physical constituents of the universe, the 
kind of thing one might expect from natural science, but rather at so- 
called “logical atoms,” or particulars as the end point of philosophical 
analysis. “The reason that I call my doctrine logical atomism,” he writes, 


” 


“is because the atoms that I wish to arrive at as the sort of last residue in 
analysis are logical atoms and not physical atoms.”® In disregarding 
traditional views of substance, or matter, Russell construes these logical 
atoms as “little patches of colour or sounds, momentary things,”°®° what 
he later in the lectures calls sense-data. 

There are in general two ways to justify this claim. One is to argue 
empirically that experience leads to logical atoms. The other is to argue on 
a priori grounds that this must be the case. Russell, who is an empiricist, 
wants to show that the right kind of empiricism will support his claim. 
His problem in justifying philosophical analysis as leading to logical atoms 
lies in rebuilding traditional British empiricism on a firm foundation by 
taking into account the latest logical techniques. His argument is based 
on facts as the sort of thing that everyone will grant and which are, as 
says, “the kind of thing that makes a proposition true or false.”®” Facts 
are not subjective but objective, out there in the world, so to speak. 

Russell presupposes that since there is not an infinite regress, words 
correspond to things at a certain point in philosophical analysis. In order 
to justify his claim, Russell needs to show that facts can be analyzed. Pro- 
positions are composed of and analyzable into their component words. 
There is a difference between description and acquaintance. The mean- 
ings of words depend on description, but description finally depends on 
acquaintaince, as knowing the meaning of red depends, as Russell observes, 
on seeing red things.°* 

In an ideal language there would be a one-to-one correspondence of 
one word for one thing. For Russell, who denies the holistic approach, 
parenthetically defended by Leibniz, according to which every single 
thing is internally related to, hence, implies everything else, in ordinary 
language we have to do with independent particulars. He also believes 
the simpler is easier to know than the more complex. According to 
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Russell, material objects, or particulars, yield to analysis as a series of 
sense-data. He observes that a given thing, which appears differently at 
different times, consists in all the ways it appears, which are mere sense- 
data.”° In a word, what we see when we see a thing, say a chair, is not the 
chair, or the particular, but “the same sense-datum of that chair at that 
moment,” that is, how it appears to us.” 


On Wittgenstein 


It is not easy to talk about Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951), who 
simply defies ordinary forms of classification, other than in superlatives. 
He is arguably the most influential, still the most important, the most 
interesting, and finally the most elusive of all the analytic thinkers. 
Wittgenstein, an Austrian who was born in Vienna, studied mechanical 
engineering in Linz, Berlin, and Manchester before going to Cambridge 
to work with Russell, whose Principles of Mathematics he happened to 
have read. He served in the Austrian Army during the First World War, 
during which time he also completed the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus 
(1921), his first, highly enigmatic book, and the only book he published 
during his lifetime. After the war, he worked as a schoolteacher in two 
villages in Austria — Wittgenstein, who was very rigid, beat the children — 
and as a self-taught architect in Vienna before returning to Cambridge in 
1929, where, except for some interruptions, he remained for the rest of 
his career. A member of an extremely rich family, he gave away all his 
money. He suffered as a severely repressed homosexual in England at a 
time when homosexuality was illegal. It should not be forgotten that 
about the same time another repressed homosexual, the brilliant English 
mathematician, Alan Turing, who made important early contributions to 
the relation between computers and the mind, committed suicide two 
years after facing trial on account of his sexual identity. It is sometimes 
said that the obscure last proposition of the Tractatus — “what we cannot 
speak about we must pass over in silence”? — was Wittgenstein’s way of 
alluding to what he could not bring himself to mention. 

Almost everything Wittgenstein did in philosophy was influential. The 
transition from a kind of equilibrium between Moore and Russell to 
a situation in which the latter’s influence became dominant was largely 
brought about by Russell’s brilliant student, friend and younger colleague. 
Already in the Tractatus, where Wittgenstein expresses his indebtedness 
to Frege and Russell, there are some thirty references to Russell — and a 
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dozen and a half to Frege, who was just as important for Wittgenstein — 
but only a single one to Moore. The neglect later turned to open criticism. 
On Certainty (published posthumously in 1969) is largely devoted to 
refuting Moore as well as to providing a non-empiricist alternative to his 
common-sensism. Yet ironically, after Moore retired, Wittgenstein suc- 
ceeded him in the chair of philosophy at Cambridge in 1939. 

Wittgenstein plays different roles as a singularly important thinker and 
as the link in and major instigator of the transition between early and 
later Anglo-American analytic philosophy. In philosophy, Wittgenstein’s 
main contributions fall into the areas of language, logic, psychology, and 
mathematics, and a new conception of philosophy. 

The most elaborated form of logical atomism is provided in Wittgen- 
stein’s famous, but exceedingly enigmatic, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 
a very short — a mere seventy-five pages — work composed in sybilline 
sentences, ranging widely over a large number of themes. They include 
logic, metaphysics, representation, solipsism, ethics, among others. 

Generally speaking the Tractatus represents the high point of the line 
of thought Russell derived from Wittgenstein and which Wittgenstein 
later developed independently. Wittgenstein here goes over the same 
ground again in a way that deepens the kind of logical empiricism he and 
Russell were committed to during this period while exposing flaws that 
Wittgenstein and a host of others later criticized in detail. 

Like Russell in The Philosophy of Logical Atomism, in the Tractatus 
Wittgenstein develops an atomistic conception of knowledge starting 
from the idea that the world consists of facts. In his introduction, Russell 
describes Wittgenstein’s theory without comment as if he agreed with it. 
Yet Wittgenstein thought that Russell misunderstood the doctrine he 
expressed in the book. Though superficially similar to Russell’s position, 
Wittgenstein’s view in this book is finally very different. In the Tractatus, 
he develops a theory based on a truth-functional, propositional approach 
to knowledge of the “world,” understood as “everything that is the case” 
(1),’”* where “what is the case,’ 
states of affairs” (2), and where “[a] logical picture of fact is a thought” 
(3) that is “a sentence with a sense” (4). 

Two main differences between Russell and Wittgenstein with respect 


> 
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to logical atomism are the insights that representation is based on formu- 
lating a picture of reality and that all forms of philosophy necessarily 
miscarry. Wittgenstein’s central idea is that any form of representation 
answers to reality, so the structure of a true proposition literally is a picture 
that mirrors the structure of the world. For instance, in 4.01 — the 
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propositions are numbered — he writes: “A proposition is a picture of 
reality. A proposition is a model of reality as we examine it.” This claim 
follows from the idea that there is a way the world is (2.024). The cognit- 
ive process is one in which, he says, “[w]e picture facts to ourselves” (2.1), 
where by “picture” we mean depicting a state of affairs, in short the world. 
Since in a picture the parts are related to one another in a determinate 
way (2.14) — as Wittgenstein also says, “[a] picture is a fact” (2.141) - 
we know that a picture is true or false in comparing it with reality. 

Wittgenstein’s picture view of representation, which has many original 
features, harks back behind Russell to Francis Bacon’s early British em- 
piricist view. According to Bacon, if we keep our eye steadily fixed on the 
facts of nature in perceiving them as they are, we can keep it from dis- 
torting what it sees,” or, again, from acting like a false mirror, which 
distorts what it sees.” This view points toward the empirical form of 
foundationalism already implicit in Bacon and in many intermediate figures 
before Russell, then again in Wittgenstein, and in later Vienna Circle 
theorists. It points as well toward Wittgenstein’s form of what later came 
to be called the linguistic turn, more precisely his view that the problems 
of philosophy are mere pseudo-problems due to a misuse of language. 
This misuse is to be exposed and criticized but, since the problems are 
not real, they cannot be solved. Wittgenstein recommends that when 
someone tries to say something metaphysical, we point out to him that 
“he had failed to give a meaning to certain signs in his propositions” 
(6.53). It is often noted that if every philosophical proposition is only an 
instance of bad grammar, it would seem that all the sentences in the 
Tractatus are nonsensical. 

Like Russell, the early Wittgenstein presupposes a general, but contro- 
versial, correspondence between language and reality.” For Wittgenstein 
as for Russell, at some point in the analysis words must actually stand for 
things. Thus Wittgenstein repeatedly indicates his desire to cut off the 
possibility of an infinite regress (2.0299-2.022, 3.23-3.24). Unlike Russell, 
who relies on empirical argument, Wittgenstein deduces the necessary 
correspondence between words and things as an a priori argument through 
his analysis of language. His position later undergoes a radical change. In 
later writings, including the posthumous Philosophical Investigations and 
On Certainty, Wittgenstein directly criticizes his own earlier approach in 
abandoning a priori argumentation in favor of close study of the actual 
functioning of language. In the preface to the Tractatus, he states his 
belief that he has found the final solution to the problems with which he 
is concerned. He later changed his mind. In the preface to the Philosophical 
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Investigations,” which is widely regarded after the Tractatus as his second 
masterpiece, Wittgenstein reports that in rereading his earlier work he 
has become aware that it contains grave mistakes. 

Both early and late, Wittgenstein adopted a therapeutic approach to 
the problems of philosophy. As in the Tractatus, where Wittgenstein 
suggests that the problems of philosophy arise from misunderstanding 
the logic of our language, in the Philosophical Investigations he continues 
to believe that such problems are due to linguistic errors. “Philosophy is 
a battle,” he writes in a typical passage, “against the bewitchment of our 
intelligence by means of language.”’* In most other respects, the view in 
the Investigations is not only different from, but also contradicts most, 
perhaps all, of the main doctrines of the earlier Tractarian period. The later 
position is not aimed at a final determination of the relation of words to 
things, or language to the world. It is not foundationalist, but anti- 
foundationalist, no longer anti-contextualist, but contextualist. Absent is 
the distinctive doctrine from the earlier period in which language is said 
to picture the world. Instead of holding that one name stands for one 
thing, and so on, Wittgenstein now holds that meaning is determined by 
use. In a typical passage, he writes: “Look at the sentence as an instru- 
ment, and at its sense in its employment.”” Wittgenstein now gives up 
any vestige of logical atomism, hence of the advanced scientific form of 
empiricism he earlier favored, and, it may be said, empiricism itself.8° The 
view that there is a universal form of language gives way to the later 
conviction that there is nothing common to the various forms of the 
language, which he now calls language games (Sprachspiele). At best 
there is no more than a family resemblance of relationships that overlap. 
Finally, in a long passage on what has come to be known as the private 
language problem, Wittgenstein argues that language is not essentially 
private but constituted in the public realm.*' In sum, in place of the 
earlier effort to grasp the world as it is by matching up words to things, 
he adopted a very different conception of constative claims as relative to 
shifting conceptual frameworks determined by the context. 


Wittgenstein, the Vienna Circle, and 
Ordinary Language Philosophy 


Though Wittgenstein did not found Anglo-American analytic philosophy, 
his enormous and continuing influence largely determined its later evolu- 
tion. In different ways he is located at the confluence of three main later 
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developments in analytic philosophy. One is the Vienna Circle form of 
philosophy of science that was based on a variation of the logical atomistic 
theme worked out by Russell and the early Wittgenstein. A second is the 
form of the linguistic turn that emerged in Oxford ordinary language 
philosophy. A third is a form of analytic philosophy that flourished in the 
US after the Second World War and that now, at least in its present 
instantiation, seems to be coming to an end. 

The Vienna Circle and what is known as Oxford ordinary language 
philosophy emerged as very different reactions to Wittgenstein and others. 
The term “Vienna Circle” (Wiener Kreis) refers to a group of scientists 
and philosophers with strong scientific and mathematical interests that 
emerged from discussions beginning in 1907 between Otto Neurath, a 
philosopher, economist, and sociologist, Hans Hahn, a mathematician, 
and Philip Frank, a physicist. The main philosophical members were 
Carnap, Herbert Feigl, Neurath, Moritz Schlick, and Friedrich Waismann. 
Schlick, who filled Ernst Mach’s chair in Vienna in 1922, and became 
the nominal leader of the Vienna Circle, was later assassinated by a 
student in 1936. After Hitler came to power, the other members of the 
Circle, many of whom were Jewish, Marxist, or both, emigrated. Carnap, 
who came to the US, immediately established a strong beachhead of 
analytic philosophy in the New World that endures to this day. 

The thinkers of the Vienna Circle drew on a variety of eclectic influences, 
including Mach’s anti-metaphysical view of science, the Polish logician 
Alfred Tarski’s work on the semantics of formal languages, the English 
philosopher Karl Popper’s investigation of the difference between science 
and pseudo-science, and Wittgenstein’s early Tractarian views. During the 
period he spent as an architect in Vienna, Wittgenstein came into contact 
with Schlick and Waismann and even attended one or two meetings of 
the group, which studied the Tractatus intensively, line by line. 

The thinkers of the Vienna Circle worked out a form of logical atomism, 
or logical empiricism, known as logical positivism, a name initially applied 
to the philosophical ideas of the group, in a variety of specifically scientific 
domains as part of the effort to establish rigorously scientific philosophy.*” 
Their most distinctive doctrine, which separated them from logical 
atomism, was the principle of verifiability, or, more formally, the empirical 
criterion of meaning.** 

This principle was initially formulated by Waismann in 1930, and then 
reformulated by others. It can be understood in relation to Kant’s triple 
distinction between analytic a priori, synthetic a priori, and synthetic a 
posteriori propositions. Kant believed that knowledge of all kinds depended 
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on the possibility of synthetic a priori propositions. The logical positivists 
denied synthetic a priori propositions in maintaining that meaningful state- 
ments are either analytic or empirically verifiable. On this basis, they claimed 
that many statements of traditional philosophy, which did not respect this 
distinction, and were unverifiable, were not false but rather meaningless. 
Yet as it was later seen, since the verifiability principle is neither analytically 
true nor empirically verifiable, it is itself subject to the same objection. 

The closest analogy to the spirit of logical atomism in the Vienna 
Circle was the early Carnap’s effort to weave a seamless, foundationalist 
web from experience to science in relying on Wittgenstein, who felt he 
was misunderstood specifically by Carnap and by the members of the 
Vienna Circle in general. Like Wittgenstein, Carnap understands protocols 
as propositions not requiring proof, as related to immediate experience, 
and as serving as the basis for all other propositions of science. He 
assumes there is only a single correct analysis of the relation between a 
sign and what it represents.** 

This project was immediately countered by Neurath, who opposes the 
foundationalism implicit in the early Wittgenstein and explicit in Carnap 
and Schlick. Neurath objects to the very idea of a protocol as little more 
than a fictitious presupposition of an ideal language. According to Neurath, 
“The fiction of an ideal language constructed of clean atomic sentences 
is just as metaphysical as the fiction of Laplace’s spirit.”*° In this context, 
he makes a famous comment about the similarity between a clean proto- 
col sentence and repairing a ship on the open sea,*° which Quine cites 
in the exergue in Word and Object.” Neurath objects to the idea of an 
incorrigible relation between concepts and things as an impossible re- 
quirement for scientific theory. Long before Quine, he sees that the 
problem of direct reference has no formal solution; in other words, that 
the project of semantics as it runs through the entire analytic debate 
beginning with Frege cannot be carried out. A successful reconstruction 
of the epistemological ship would presuppose an ideal language allowing 
no more than a single correct analysis. In place of Carnap’s foundationalist 
approach, Neurath prefers a real language that permits an unlimited 
number of possible analyses, the same point Quine later works out in his 
theory of the indeterminacy of translation.** 

Carnap, who acknowledges the importance of Neurath’s critique, im- 
mediately abandoned the idea of basing science on incorrigible empirical 
constatations. In giving up empirical foundationalism as anything more 
than an unrealizable ideal and in adopting a fallback position based on an 
ideal language, he continued to defend the idea of a rigorous translation 
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from a real to an ideal language. Following Wittgenstein’s view of defini- 
tions as rules for translation from one language into another, he con- 
tended that in an ideal language, unlike a real language, there are precise 
rules for the translation from protocol propositions.*” 

Moore and then, to a greater extent, the later Wittgenstein were con- 
cerned with ordinary language, which Moore recommended and 
Wittgenstein analyzed. Moore believed that ordinary language pointed 
to items of common sense that could not be denied and Wittgenstein 
was interested in the alleged misuse of ordinary language that led to the 
pseudo-problems of philosophy. The general interest in ordinary lan- 
guage later developed into the movement known as Oxford ordinary 
language philosophy.” 

Philosophy has been taught in Oxford at least since the early thir- 
teenth century. The term “Oxford ordinary language philosophy” is 
usually taken to mean a particular form of linguistic philosophy that was 
introduced at the University of Oxford starting in the 1930s through the 
epistemologist H. H. Price. Price, who was influenced by Cook Wilson, 
who taught at Cambridge, published a book on Perception (1932)?! in 
which he contends that sensing is a form of knowing and that we 
immmediately know sense-data. The claim for knowledge of sense-data is 
still another form of traditional British empiricism. Thus according to 
Locke, we do not directly know objects, but we directly know ideas that 
relate one to one to objects. This type of philosophy based on the 
analysis of language was developed in different ways by such diverse 
figures as Gilbert Ryle, J. L. Austin, and, later, A. J. Ayer. 

These three thinkers hold distinctly diverse views. Ayer spent time in 
Vienna absorbing the Vienna Circle theories. As a young man, he was 
the leading English exponent of logical positivism. His early book, Lan- 
guage, Truth and Logic (1936),” takes a kind of belligerent approach to 
theories he did not like that became typical of a certain form of English 
and later American analytic philosophy. Ayer contributed to bringing 
about a widespread attitude among many English analytic philosophers 
that there was one and only one way to do philosophy. In this book, 
Ayer accepts a form of verificationism sufficient, he believes, to disqualify 
metaphysical statements of any kind. Elsewhere, he echoed Carnap’s com- 
plaint in saying that Heidegger’s statements contributed to his theories 
and appeared profound, but could not be evaluated and were therefore 
meaningless.” Ayer typically contends that the real function of philosophy 
is analysis. Philosophical analysis does not consist in breaking up complexes 
into their constituent elements, or atoms. It is, rather, analysis of language, 
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of which Russell’s theory of descriptions is an illustration. Ayer is also 
associated with phenomenalism, or the position that physical objects can 
be reduced to sensory experiences, often identified as sense-data. For Ayer, 
the choice between sense-datum language and material object language 
is entirely free. In The Foundations of Empirical Knowledge (1940), he 
later took the view that ordinary sentences about material objects can be 
wholly translated into sense-datum language.” In the preface to the second 
edition of Language, Truth and Logic (1946), Ayer deals again with a 
series of difficulties engendered by the theories expounded in that book. 

Ryle, who is the best known of the Oxford ordinary language philo- 
sophers, differs from many analytic colleagues in his interest in continental 
philosophy. For instance, he wrote an early and partly sympathetic review 
of Heideggers Being and Time.’ In an important early article, 
“Systematically Misleading Expressions” (1932),° Ryle takes an early 
Wittgensteinian line. He holds that philosophy is not composed of a 
series of doctrines but is rather a therapeutic activity which consists in 
revealing the real form of facts while detecting misleading constructions 
and absurd theories. This approach is pursued in The Concept of Mind 
(1949), in which Ryle exhibits the confusions of a Cartesian approach to 
what he called the ghost in the machine.” 

In J. L. Austin, the movement in philosophy begun by logical atomism 
and attention to language comes full circle in the attention to language 
not to further but rather to destroy logical atomism. Austin, who believes 
that ordinary language is the final court of appeal, provides the best 
analytic example of close consideration of language. “Our common stock 
of words,” he writes, “embodies all the distinctions men have found 
worth drawing, and the connexions they have found worth making, in 
the lifetimes of many generations.”** In Sense and Sensibilia (1964),” 
which appeared posthumously, Austin denies that what we initially per- 
ceive are sense-data, and further denies that propositions concerning 
sense-data can serve as the incorrigible foundations of knowledge. 


Analytic Philosophy in the US 


Analytic philosophy was later imported to the United States through Carnap 
— who emigrated to the US in 1935 — and others who either belonged to 
or were associated with the Vienna Circle. They include the German 
physicist and philosopher of science Hans Reichenbach, the Polish logician 
Alfred Tarski, the Austrian logician and mathematician Kurt Gédel, and 
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the Austrian philosophers Herbert Feigl and Gustav Bergmann. The new 
import was strengthened by the presence of Russell, who taught in the 
US in the later 1930s and early 1940s. 

American analytic philosophy has for a long time been influenced by 
the Vienna Circle approach. This is reflected, inter alia, in a largely formal, 
ahistorical conception of philosophy of science largely influenced by Carnap 
and others which prevails unchanged in the English language debate; in 
emphasis on technical competence over historical knowledge; in a turn away 
from traditional British empiricism, which in different forms was typical of 
both Moore and Russell, through an anti-empiricism including such major 
figures as the later Wittgenstein, Wilfrid Sellars, and Donald Davidson; 
and in scientism. According to scientism, which is widely popular in ana- 
lytic circles, science is the best and perhaps even the only real source of 
knowledge. 

The American analytic hostility to other approaches, as well as the 
inclination toward scientism, largely derives from the later Carnap, who, 
after his defeat by Neurath, retreated to an effort to construct a language 
of science. In imitation of the general logicist program, in The Logical 
Syntax of Language (1934), Carnap, who was still committed to the pro- 
ject of making logic a science, treats philosophy as a branch of logic he 
calls the logic of science. Once again he argues that metaphysics can be 
shown to be meaningless in adding that the only meaningful philosophical 
questions concern the language of science as part of the effort to “substi- 
tute logical syntax for philosophy.” Scientism, strongly suggested by this 
form of Carnap’s view, and a leading feature of the American debate,” 
was developed by a number of thinkers, including Wilfrid Sellars. 

Sellars links scientism with a rejection of the idea of the given and a 
commitment to what he enigmatically refers to as the logical space of 
reasons. He distinguishes between the so-called “folk” view, or approach 
of the ordinary individual, and that of science, and argues that science 
and only science tells us what is true.'”’ He links this view with a frontal 
attack on classical empiricism, which he calls the myth of the given, in 
borrowing insights from Hegel. At the beginning of the Phenomenology 
of Spirit, Hegel’s target is any claim for immediate knowledge, which 
presupposes an epistemological given, in English empiricists such as Bacon 
and Locke, and in different, more sophisticated fashion in Kant’s critical 
philosophy.'°* In restating Hegel’s argument in an analytical idiom, Sellars 
rejects the idea of direct givenness — in Hegelian terms, immediacy — as 
no more than a myth in favor of the justification of claims to know 
within the so-called “logical space of reasons.”!™* 
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The four most important figures in American analytic philosophy since 
the Second World War are Quine, Davidson, Putnam, and Rorty. Quine, 
who is certainly the single most important American analytic thinker of 
the second half of the twentieth century, made numerous important 
contributions, too many even to be enumerated here.” He has also 
played a central role in moderating many of the more excessive views in 
paring down, as it were, central analytic doctrines to more manageable, 
more defensible form, hence protecting the unity and even on occasion 
the continued viability of the analytic debate. Yet in other ways, he is a 
maverick, out of tune with many of the central analytic ideas and themes. 
Thus he was always a redoubtable opponent of the very idea of strict 
reference, more generally the effort to solve the semantic problem along 
formal lines that in one way or another runs throughout the entire 
analytic discussion from Frege, through Russell, Strawson, Kripke, and 
others right up to the present.'°° 

One of Quine’s most significant contributions lies in his important cri- 
ticism of Carnap. In the context of his response to Carnap, Neurath makes 
the famous remark, referenced above, about the similarity between a clean 
protocol sentence and repairing a ship on the open sea, where, by analogy, 
the successful reconstruction of the epistemological vessel would presup- 
pose an ideal language allowing no more than a single correct analysis. 

Quine begins Word and Object (1960) in indicating his agreement 
with Neurath on a number of points. In “Two Dogmas of Empiricism” 
(1953), perhaps the single most influential analytic article, even the 
most influential article in the twentieth century, certainly the conceptual 
axis of analytic philosophy in the last half of the century, Quine continues 
Neurath’s attack on Carnap. Carnap’s aim was always to work out a 
scientific form of empiricism, which was already on the agenda in Russell 
and Wittgenstein. To see the point of Quine’s attack, it is useful to note 
the link between Carnap’s earlier and later views. It has already been noted 
that after Neurath’s critique, Carnap gives up empirical foundationalism 
as anything more than an unrealizable ideal and adopts a fallback posi- 
tion based on an ideal language. Yet he continues to defend the idea of 
a rigorous translation from a real to an ideal language. Following 
Wittgenstein’s view of definitions as rules for translation from one lan- 
guage into another, he contends that in an ideal language, unlike a real 
language, there are precise rules for the translation from protocol pro- 
positions. In attacking the analytic—synthetic distinction, which Carnap pre- 
supposes in his later position, Quine “destroys” Carnap’s own distinction 
between a natural and an ideal language, hence, decisively undercuts the 
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revised form of Carnap’s project after his early defeat by Neurath. The 
consequence is to block the translation program for which Principia 
Mathematica once seemed paradigmatic and to undermine the attempt 
to find a formal solution to the problem of reference that is a main 
theme in the analytic debate since Frege. In its place, Quine suggests the 
doctrine of the indeterminacy of translation. According to Quine, it is 
not possible to match up theories with reality, since reference is not 
transparent but, rather, opaque.” An important consequence that Quine 
draws is a shift toward pragmatism in which claims are adjudicated not 
piecemeal but, rather, from a holist perspective. 

Davidson, who is often regarded as Quine’s faithful lieutenant, some- 
thing the latter does nothing to discourage, is in fact his strong critic. 
Davidson, who wrote no books,’ composed many important articles, 
many of which were unusually influential. In “On the Very Idea of a 
Conceptual Scheme” (1974),"!° he exorcizes what he calls the third dogma 
of empiricism, that is, the distinction between form and content. It may 
have seemed and no doubt still seems to many analytic thinkers that 
Davidson was only extending Quine’s position. On the contrary, the 
result of his argument is not further to undermine but rather to re- 
establish the concept of reference that Quine almost single-handedly did 
so much to undercut. In criticizing the form—content distinction, Davidson 
re-establishes a certain form of empiricism in making clear how to under- 
stand reference. According to Davidson, since we understand ourselves, 
we necessarily share a single world that we know as it is through lan- 
guage. In a position that he was later to abandon,'!’ he formalizes this 
view in another extremely influential article, entitled “A Coherence Theory 
of Truth and Knowledge” (1983), in which he argues that coherence 
suggests correspondence, that is, the coherence of the parts of a theory 
suggest that it corresponds to the way the world is.™!? 

Putnam studied with Carnap, and is the figure in contemporary analytic 
philosophy most similar to him. He is distinguished by an unusual com- 
bination of great technical competence and a selective interest in the his- 
tory of philosophy — as part of his turn toward pragmatism he has been 
concerned over many years with James — as well as an unusually labile 
position. Putnam, who is a keen critic, has no compunctions in changing 
his mind. Often the main target of his critical capacity is one of his own 
earlier views, which he consistently devises, develops, and then abandons. 
Putnam’s entire career turns on the effort to defend different forms of 
realism, which he has espoused one after the other in serial fashion, most 
recently in a form of what he calls natural realism.” 
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Putnam was originally committed to logical positivism, especially Carnap. 
He later formulated an influential theory of internal realism that he 
elaborated in Reason, Truth and History (1981), the most influential of 
his many books. Externalist theorists hold that there is a neutral, God’s- 
eye point of view in terms of which to answer the question: what objects 
does the world consist of? Putnam rejects the striking idea of what he 
calls a brain in a vat.'!* Internalists hold there is no such perspective but 
that different theories provide different perspectives on the same world. 
In the internalist view, claims to know do not isolate objects independ- 
ently of, but rather only within, conceptual frameworks. According to 
Putnam, “ ‘Objects’ do not exist independently of conceptual schemes. 
We cut up the world into objects when we introduce one or another 
scheme of description.”''* For an internalist like Putnam, truth is no 
more than a limit concept, a Grenzbegriff.''® 

We can end this brief account of analytic philosophy with even briefer 
mention of the enfant terrible of American analytic philosophy. Rorty, 
who is an anomaly within American philosophy tout court, can be de- 
scribed as an analytic epistemological skeptic turned pragmatist. Rorty’s 
main attack on epistemology is developed in Philosophy and the Mirror of 
Nature (1979). This book, which appeared in the aftermath of the Viet- 
namese War, in a time of national self-doubting, and which reflected the 
widespread disillusionment of the historical moment in what to many 
seemed like an attack on philosophy itself, was an enormous success. For 
Rorty, epistemology requires justifying claims to know, hence going beyond 
what Dewey calls warranted assertibility, though there is no possibility of 
such a justification.” Rorty, who here and later appears to uncritically 
identify any possible solution of the problem of knowledge with analytic 
foundationalism, recommends that we give up epistemology as a bad bet. 
Philosophy cannot solve the problem of knowledge, about which there 
is nothing useful to say. Rather than continue the conversation, which is 
simply fruitless, without any possibility of progress, one does better to 
change the subject. 

Rorty’s rejection of epistemology illustrates the general Wittgensteinian 
view that the problems of philosophy are not genuine but rather generated 
by confusions about knowledge that cannot be solved but can only be 
dissipated. The difference is that Rorty, who rarely analyzes language, 
makes an argument leading to a similar conclusion by welding together 
insights borrowed from Wittgenstein, Heidegger, and Dewey, his three 
acknowledged philosophical heroes, as well as a number of leading ana- 
lytic thinkers (Quine, Sellars, Putnam). These three heroes later gave way 
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to Dewey as the single superhero, but a Dewey that few would recog- 
nize. Rorty still later turned increasingly to the history of philosophy, 
about which he often expresses what can only be qualified as deliberately 
perverse views. An example among many is his view that Hegel’s histor- 
icism amounts to the idea that the world will not be destroyed by a giant 
comet.''® For Rorty, the only legitimate role of philosophy lies in helping 
us cope, that is, enabling us to get through the day. 


7 


Kant and 
Twentieth-Century 
Philosophy 


My very general account of some main aspects of twentieth-century 
philosophy centers on four main movements or tendencies. The need to 
adopt something like an average view of each of these movements in 
limited space clearly does not do full justice either to the wide variety of 
positions they include or to their nuances. One way to put the point is 
that few if any positions wholly or even solely exemplify any one tendency. 
The different positions are invariably more complex, hence often more 
interesting, than an average depiction suggests. 

A further point concerns the very idea of associating particular posi- 
tions with one or another tendency. Classification of individual thinkers 
is inevitably arbitrary. Membership in a particular philosophical tendency 
is often more related to a political decision, to a conscious desire to be 
associated with one group rather than another, than to genuine philo- 
sophical affinities. There is no shortage of figures who overflow easy, 
average descriptions. Thus the position of Husserl, a pillar of continental 
philosophy, has strongly analytic aspects that attract someone like 
Dummett. Analytic figures like Neurath and Carnap, mainstays of the 
Vienna Circle positivist movement, and Quine, the most significant analytic 
thinker since the Second World War, reject foundationalism in stressing 
pragmatism while arguably remaining very far from the central insights of 
Peirce, its founding father. Davidson, who arguably defers only to Quine 
as an analytic thinker in the second half of the twentieth century, was for 
a time interested in the hermeneutical thinker Gadamer. Though Quine 
has no discernible interest in or knowledge of continental philosophy, 
his interest in holism has sometimes been held to place him in relation 
to Hegel. Habermas, who once seemed to be the heir to the Marxist 
tradition, at least as filtered through Frankfurt School neo-Marxism, has 
drawn close to Kant as well as increasingly to what sounds like analytic 
philosophy with a German accent. Rorty was attracted in his early writings 
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to analytic thinkers, then later to Heidegger, and still later to pragmatism, 
especially to Dewey but emphatically not to Peirce. 

The modern tendency toward specialization leads to “self- 
compartmentalization” of philosophers, who naturally tend to identify 
with a favored tendency, often in restricting activity within it to a sub- 
field, problem, or concern, such as analytic moral theory, phenomenology, 
or the early Hegel. It is considered bad form, even suspicious behavior, 
to be interested in a wide variety of approaches, figures, and problems, 
an indication of a lack of hard-nosed thinking about the few significant 
philosophical problems. Jobs are often advertised in the discipline in 
terms of very narrow specialties in a way that corresponds to a normative 
view many have of the discipline itself. One tends to look for someone 
interested in either Ryle or Heidegger, but not both, though Ryle was 
himself interested in Heidegger. Those specialized in one tendency are all 
too often ignorant of and more often simply unconcerned about other 
tendencies, other ways of doing things. In the eyes of many observers 
everything happens as if there were in fact a royal road and those within 
a particular tendency were already on it, though there is considerable 
difference about what the main features of that road happen to be. 
Among the movements surveyed here, pragmatism is arguably the only 
one that did not at some point during the twentieth century feature a 
version of this claim. Someone like Cassirer, an immensely well-read 
thinker who routinely ranged widely and very knowledgeably across the 
entire philosophical tradition, including all or nearly all the main prob- 
lems and figures, would seem oddly out of place today in our increas- 
ingly specialized academic environment. 

The debate in this period mainly developed within rather than be- 
tween tendencies in the give and take between representatives of one or 
another movement. To put the point simply but not inaccurately, for 
reasons of interest and competence, analytic thinkers debate with analytic 
thinkers, pragmatists with pragmatists, Marxists with Marxists, and so 
on. Once upon a time, important philosophers felt competent and even 
compelled to delve into virtually any topic. It would simply make no 
sense to ask what Plato’s or Kant’s area of specialization was. There 
seems to be no area or question they were unconcerned with. Yet as part 
of the increasing and increasingly rigid professionalization that has been 
a main feature in modern times, informed efforts to engage across the 
board, as it were — to read and think extremely widely, which was earlier 
typical of many of the best thinkers — have become increasingly few and 
far between. 


Kant and Twentieth-Century Philosophy 157 


The separation of philosophical tendencies in order to think wholly or 
solely within one or another of them is regrettable, for at least three reasons. 
First, it turns attention away from the very idea of a single Western 
philosophical tradition within which various tendencies emerge through 
the deceptive strategy of simply eliminating it from view. In place of the 
idea of a single tradition developing over time, in modern times Descartes 
and Kant each suggest versions of a rival account. According to this view, 
philosophy worthy of the name owes little or nothing to earlier views, 
which are probably or at least possibly false, undemonstrated, and not a 
proven source of claims able to withstand doubt of all kinds; it emerges 
out of their ruins, as it were. Kant, for instance, very clearly identifies the 
only philosophy worthy of the name with the critical philosophy. Variations 
on this theme are especially clear in politically orthodox Marxism as well 
as in various forms of phenomenology and analytic philosophy. Second, 
the separation of philosophical tendencies makes it difficult, perhaps 
impossible to evaluate what might be called philosophical progress. Is 
philosophy advancing or is it standing still? Does all the activity point to 
an accomplishment of some sort? It seems that this kind of question is 
best answered not by pointing to the development of a single tendency, say 
the progression of continental philosophy since Husserl, but rather through 
the confrontation of different tendencies with respect to a problem or 
theme common to them all. Third, the compartmentalized approach 
obscures the more specific question, germane to the present study, of 
what in retrospect was accomplished in twentieth-century philosophy. 

Questions about how to evaluate philosophy and how to evaluate 
twentieth-century philosophy are obviously related. Now evaluation is 
difficult, especially in the cognitive disciplines, where at stake is whether 
a contribution to knowledge is really being made. There seems to be no 
way to offer a decision procedure valid for all cognitive disciplines. The 
appropriate procedure depends on the particular discipline. Many forms 
of natural science, for example, routinely appeal to prediction in evaluat- 
ing cognitive claims. Einstein’s general theory of relativity points to the 
deviation of light in the vicinity of a massive body as an appropriate test. 
If the bending of light had not been detected in the eclipse of the sun in 
1919, that would have suggested the need for further measurements. If 
these still did not produce a measurable result witihin the appropriate 
range of tolerance, the failure would have cast doubt on the theory. Yet 
for philosophy, which has no predictive dimension, there is simply no 
easy way to tell whether progress is being made in general or only within 
a particular, often fairly narrow perspective. 
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It is difficult to determine if philosophy is advancing, certainly more 
difficult than in the natural sciences to know if the abundant activity is 
moving the debate forward in more than a very restricted sense. Efforts 
to imitate science, to transform philosophy into a science (Husserl), or to 
reduce philosophy in some way to commenting on science (Carnap), or 
again to use words rigorously, do not enable the evaluation of philosophy 
in a way that is the same as or even similar to that of natural science. 

A better approach might be to claim to go further than other rivals in 
solving scientific problems, for instance through inventing new types of 
prediction. Thus the general theory of relativity goes beyond Newtonian 
mechanics through its capacity to account for the precession of the peri- 
helion of Mercury, the technical term for that planet’s oddly shaped 
orbit. Yet it seems that philosophy, which does not make empirical pre- 
dictions, cannot, like the natural sciences, rely on the relation between 
philosophical theories and experience to justify its claim to knowledge. A 
different strategy consists in exploiting a difference between philosophy 
and natural science. The latter is concerned with particular problems of 
knowledge, for instance with discovering a new planet or, once it has been 
discovered, with calculating its orbit. Philosophy is concerned with the 
problem of knowledge in general. This suggests that we can measure philo- 
sophical progress in philosophy in terms of an advance in epistemology. 

Various strategies have been suggested to solve the problem of know- 
ledge, some of which we have reviewed above. The most common 
approach is some variety of metaphysical realism, or the claim to know 
the mind-independent external world as it is. Though exceedingly com- 
mon, this claim, which goes all the way back in the tradition to Plato, has 
never been demonstrated. Since, as repeatedly emphasized, there is no 
way to know that we do in fact grasp the real as it is, replacement 
strategies have been suggested. With the model of Euclidean geometry 
in mind, Descartes insists on epistemological foundationalism, which can 
be informally described as weaving a seamless web from an initial principle 
or set of principles known to be true through rigorous deduction of ideas 
that can be held with certainty to grasp the world. Yet in this case 
certainty falls short of truth, for there is no way to show that our ideas of 
the world match up with it either one to one or in general. This same 
difficulty besets later variants on the foundationalist theme. Kant deduces 
a set of categories to allow us to infer from representations to noumena, or 
things in themselves; analytic philosophers beginning in Frege analyze the 
problem of reference to determine how words relate to things, or again 
how language hooks onto the world; and Husserl invents reduction in 
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order to intuit essences with the aim of studying the life-world from the 
transcendental plane. Each of these models is meant to lead to knowl- 
edge in a way that, if they functioned, would solve the epistemological 
problem through a form of foundationalism, thereby exhibiting genuine 
philosophical progress. 

There is surely progress in ruling out older views, in inventing new 
moves, in proposing variations on old themes and in discovering new 
ones. Yet if the measure of progress lies in being able to demonstrate 
knowledge of the metaphysically real, then it is far from clear that there 
is any such knowledge, hence any philosophical progress. Kant, whose 
deduction of the categories probably satisfies no one, can no more justify 
the inference from representations to objects than Descartes can do so 
from ideas to the world. Though he is on the right track in discarding 
God as an epistemological principle, Kant fails to solve Descartes’s prob- 
lem concerning the relation of ideas in the mind, which Kant calls 
appearances (or representations), to the mind-independent external world. 
Husserl also fails in the same task, but for a different reason. The retreat 
from the life-world into the transcendental ego provides no way to return 
to the world, hence no way to justify the claim to explore the life-world 
on the transcendental plane. 

There is no reliable way to claim that one or another theory has in fact 
finally solved the problem of knowledge. All the “solutions” so far pro- 
posed have always led to counterarguments, which only extend the 
debate with apparently no real prospect of ever bringing it to an end.! It 
seems difficult to measure progress in philosophy by linking it to a 
proposed “answer” to the problem of knowledge. Another, perhaps more 
promising approach lies in inspecting the relation of a later state of the 
discussion to a prior moment in the debate. 

This point can be clarified through a remark about the difference 
between two views of the nature of philosophy. Something important 
happened in the transition from Socrates as he is depicted in the Platonic 
dialogues to Platonism as it later arose in Plato’s wake. Platonism is a 
collection of views whose precise relation to Plato cannot be known since 
his own position also remains unknown and cannot now be recovered. We 
have already noted that Platonism features the idea, already formulated 
by Parmenides, that to know requires knowledge of mind-independent 
reality. For a Platonist, claims to know are true in virtue of the claimed 
relation of the knower to the cognitive object. Socrates, by contrast, 
makes a weaker, very different, perhaps more plausible claim. In Socratic 
practice, claims that arise in debate are tested through further discussion, 


160 Kant and Twentieth-Century Philosophy 


and then are accepted or more often rejected in terms of their relation 
not to the mind-independent world, but to the ongoing debate. 

The difference between the two approaches is huge and directly relevant 
to the problem of how to evaluate philosophy. All philosophical theories lay 
claim to truth, though “truth” is understood in different ways. We can 
usefully oppose well-known claims about metaphysical truth and a weaker 
dialectical approach. For a Platonist, and those influenced by this very influ- 
ential approach, it is meaningful to assert claims to know, which are 
absolute, not comparative. This approach is reflected in similar claims by 
Descartes, Kant, Husserl, and others. An observer who has access to reality 
as it is must be content to present the truth as it has supposedly emerged 
within the chosen perspective. Yet for someone like Socrates, philosophical 
claims are never absolute but always relative, always indexed to discussion 
featuring the dialectical clash of different points of view. 

Philosophy has mainly followed Plato and not Socrates in eschewing 
debate and relative claims in favor of absolute claims to know. Yet, since 
absolute claims to know conflict, I would like to suggest that a better 
way to assess philosophical claims is to adopt some version of a dialectical 
model in which recognizably different perspectives are confronted. Thus 
it is useful to ask, within the pragmatic approach, whether Peirce or James 
has a better theory of truth. But it is even better, if we are interested not 
in a specifically pragmatic theory of truth, but rather in truth without 
restriction of perspective, to compare the main approaches that emerge 
in this part of the debate, including the views of, say, not only Peirce and 
James, but also Heidegger and Tarski, Lukacs and Davidson. 


Is Kant the Background of 
Twentieth-Century Philosophy? 


In order to know if there is not only smoke but also fire in twentieth- 
century philosophy, we require a standard of some kind, a way of evalu- 
ating what has been and still is taking place in the often arcane reaches of 
professional philosophy. Different standards recommend themselves. One 
might, for instance, look at prizes won, lectureships held, who publishes 
what with which press, whose books are translated and whose work is 
more frequently or more favorably discussed. A better, more useful stand- 
ard is provided by Kant. Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason is certainly one 
of the most important” and perhaps even the most influential single work 
in the modern tradition. If, as I believe, Kant lies at the basis of much 
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that has taken place since his time, then we can do no better as a way of 
approaching what went on in philosophy in the last century than to ask 
how it relates to Kant. 

In what follows I will be developing the idea that general claims for 
philosophy in the twentieth century can be assessed in relation to Kant as 
a backdrop for much of what went on in that period. This is certainly 
ironic since Kant believes that real philosophy is essentially unrelated 
either to the prior or to the later tradition. According to Kant, there was 
no philosophy before him and, since he brings it to an end in the critical 
philosophy, there can be none after him. Kant’s contemporaries took a 
different view. Though inspired by him, they believed, with rare exceptions, 
that his theories were incomplete and needed to be further developed. 
The post-Kantian tradition is largely composed of a series of direct and 
indirect reactions to his position. Nineteenth-century German idealism, 
often known as post-Kantian German idealism, as its name suggests, can 
usefully be understood as a series of reactions to Kantian idealism. This is 
true as well for later nineteenth-century philosophy, including the dissolu- 
tion of the Hegelian school after Hegel’s death in 1831 leading to the 
increasing, but qualified return to Kant in Germany in the second half of 
the nineteenth century, culminating in a series of neo-Kantian schools. 
And it is finally true for the complicated development of twentieth- 
century philosophy, which directly and indirectly can largely be under- 
stood as a series of reactions to Kant. 

The advantage of considering the twentieth-century debate in relation 
to Kant is two-fold. First, it provides a way to understand the various 
positions as knowingly or unknowingly part of a debate larger and deeper 
than any single position, whose beginnings are ultimately shrouded in 
Greek antiquity. Though the main tendencies that dominated that period 
each arose at that time, they did not arise autonomously, out of con- 
ceptual thin air, as it were, nor were they without precedent. They arose, 
rather, on the basis of the entire preceding Western philosophical tradi- 
tion. The second advantage of this approach is that it suggests that 
twentieth-century philosophy can be evaluated against a shared, hence 
common, Kantian background. 

This claim is obviously controversial. It will be opposed by those who 
believe they have successfully broken with past philosophy, as Marxists 
believe they have broken with Hegel and the German idealist tradition, 
and analytic thinkers contend they have broken with idealism. It might 
also be opposed by those who detect the continuing influence of other 
thinkers. Writing in the middle of the last century, Merleau-Ponty, in a 
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passage cited above, suggests that in different ways everything that has 
happened in the last hundred years is due to Hegel.’ Yet the two views 
are not incompatible, for Hegel, who reacts to Kant on virtually every 
page of his writings, is in many ways the greatest of all the Kantians. It is 
entirely consistent to treat philosophy in the twentieth century as a series 
of reactions to Kant and to Hegel while seeing Kant as a crucial influence 
on Hegel’s position. 

In different ways, Kant’s influence is deeply embedded in each of the 
twentieth-century movements considered here. Marx is most deeply 
influenced by Hegel, but Engels, the founder of Marxism, is more deeply 
influenced by Kant. Though Marx is inseparable from Hegel, this is not 
true for Marxism, which is, rather, inseparable from Kant. Engels, who 
knew Kant poorly, presents a view of German idealism from Kant to 
Hegel as concerned to solve the problem posed by Kant’s concept of the 
thing in itself. Marxism applies a Kantian argument to Kant in arguing 
that Kant and post-Kantian German idealism are unable to solve Kant’s 
problem, which is only later solved by Marx. The Kantian dimension in 
Marxism is later reinforced by Lukács, the single most important Marxist 
philosopher, and others. Kant’s Copernican revolution in philosophy turns 
on the idea that the form of cognition must be adequate to grasp its 
object. Following this insight, Lukacs argues in detail that in capitalism 
what Marxists call bourgeois philosophy, and, by extension, bourgeois 
thought of all kinds, is inadequate to know modern industrial society, 
which can only be known by Marxism. 

Marxism retains Kant’s insight that thought must be adequate to its 
object but revises Kant’s anti-contextualism. It claims that in virtue of its 
relation to the surrounding social context, classical German philosophy, 
its name for German idealism, is inadequate to grasp its object. In general 
terms, pragmatism rejects Kant’s theoretical apriorism in transforming 
the problem of knowledge into a practical problem or problems, through 
what Marxists would call a shift from theory to practice. 

Kant’s critical philosophy is an enormous step on the way to realizing the 
impulse behind Cartesian foundationalism. Peirce’s criticism of Descartes, 
his rejection of Cartesian epistemological foundationalism, counts as 
a rejection of Kant’s critical philosophy. His relation to Kant can be 
expressed as a series of doctrines that he substitutes for corresponding 
Kantian doctrines that he rejects in the course of elaborating pragmatism. 
For certainty, he substitutes belief as the result of going beyond doubt. 
For an a priori, deductive approach, he substitutes a resolutely a posteriori, 
experimental approach, which can never claim to know mind-independent 
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reality, which Peirce rejects as an absurd goal. For the philosophical effort 
to ground natural science, which is supposedly not able to guarantee its 
own truth claims, he offers natural science as emancipated from philosophy 
and as its own warrant for claims to know. For apodictic, hence incor- 
rigible, assertions that are the hallmark of both Descartes and Kant, he 
substitutes assertions that are in principle never apodictic and always later 
corrigible. All of these changes bring Peirce, as he was aware, into Hegel’s 
orbit, with the single, basic exception of his failure to consider the know- 
ing process as intrinsically historical. 

Kant’s influence on continental philosophy is unusually complex. The 
epistemological thrust of the critical philosophy lives on in Husserl’s effort 
finally to constitute philosophy as a rigorous science, the main project in 
his phenomenological period, in terms of his reading of and reaction to 
Kant. This project is reflected on multiple levels in his writings: in the very 
Kantian attack on psychologism in the first volume of the Logical Investi- 
gations, as well as in carrying Kant’s distinction between pure and applied 
logic beyond the point at which he left it in his position* with the aim of 
elaborating the conditions of the possibility of science in general. Kant’s 
influence on continental phenomenology is equally strong in Heidegger’s 
anti-Husserlian reformulation of phenomenology as ontology. Heidegger 
was a redoubtable Kant scholar. References to and analyses of Kant and 
Kantian ideas are widely present throughout his writings, including Being 
and Time, which is liberally scattered with them. Heidegger rereads Kant’s 
critical philosophy as an effort at ontology which is prolonged, deepened 
and perhaps completed in his own position. In Kant and the Problem of 
Metaphysics, Heidegger casts himself as Kant’s only authentic successor. 
According to Heidegger, Kant points to but pulled back from the analysis 
of the transcendental imagination.° This claim points to Heidegger as the 
one who recognizes and completes Kant’s project. 

The analytic relation to Kant is deep — Moore and Russell were both 
concerned with Kant in their dissertations: Moore wrote on Kant’s ethics 
and Russell elaborated a non-Kantian view of geometry — and very com- 
plex. Speaking generally, analytic thinkers tend to refuse synthetic a priori 
judgments, to further turn away from transcendental idealism as part of 
the turn away from idealism, and to be concerned with the problem of 
reference that is central to Anglo-American analytic philosophy’s attempts 
to make good on Kant’s concern with a representationalist approach to 
knowledge. 

It has been argued that analytic philosophy emerged in reaction against 
Kant: for instance, through the rejection of his conception of the a 
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priori.’ It has further been argued that analytic philosophy develops 
through a series of rejections of key Kantian doctrines.’ Perhaps the 
clearest positive link of analytic philosophy to Kant lies in the analytic 
effort ever since Frege to develop a formal theory of reference.’ Kant’s 
original view of the problem of knowledge as requiring an analysis of 
the relation of the representation to the object arguably lives on in 
the analytic effort to understand how, as it is sometimes informally put, 
words hook onto things, or language hooks onto the world. The differ- 
ence is in the refocusing of Kant’s epistemological concern with a repre- 
sentational solution to the problem of knowledge as a logical puzzle, or 
series of puzzles, about the relation of language to referents. Though 
never a popular theme, this concern runs like a red thread through the 
entire warp and woof of analytic thinking from Frege’s distinction between 
sense and reference, through Russell’s concept of “standing for” as a means 
of understanding reference, then Strawson’s view that Russell conflates 
reference and assertion, again Kripke’s acccount of rigid designators as 
applying in all possible worlds in what is sometimes called a causal theory 
of reference, and so on.” If a formal solution of the problem of reference 
could have been devised, at least as concerns language, it would have 
provided the account of the relation of the representation to the object 
that Kant calls for but fails to deliver. 


What Was Accomplished in 
Twentieth-Century Philosophy? 


The twentieth century was full of important thinkers who were responsible 
individually and collectively for an impressive body of writings and some 
very clever, occasionally even brilliant, insights. Yet if we have in mind 
progress in respect to the main themes that Kant analyzes in the Critique 
of Pure Reason, then we must conclude that the twentieth-century dis- 
cussion is perhaps most interesting not when it addresses Kantian themes 
but rather when it diverges from Kant in order to invent new themes and 
new answers to new questions rather than new solutions to old concerns. 
To put the same point differently: if Kant is the standard, then it seems 
there is little progress with respect to his own specific concerns. Later 
thinkers are arguably most successful, hence contribute most, not in going 
further down the Kantian path, but rather in changing the subject while 
providing variations on older, pre-Kantian themes or in inventing and 
exploring new ones. 
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Among the twentieth-century movements surveyed here, analytic 
philosophy arguably comes closest to directly engaging with Kant on an 
epistemological level. I have been stressing Kant’s simultaneous, but in- 
consistent commitment to different, irreconcilable representationalist and 
constructivist approaches to knowledge. Before Kant, the main modern 
approach to knowledge was representationalism associated with Descartes, 
Locke, and other followers of the so-called “new way of ideas.” Analytic 
philosophy is strongly influenced by this approach. In all its many forms, 
it remains close to the representationalist way Kant originally poses the 
epistemological problem of knowledge. 

The analytic debate about reference counts as an often very ingenious, 
ultimately unsuccessful, attempt by many hands to devise a formal solu- 
tion to the epistemological problem along representationalist lines. The 
analytic approach is loosely based on Frege’s pioneer distinction between 
sense, or meaning, and reference. Frege intends his distinction to help 
him deal with puzzles of identity, as in the relation between the morning 
star and the evening star.'’ His view that reference is determined by sense 
later led to an ongoing, very complex debate about representational 
theories of reference and of meaning. Some main entrants in this debate 
include Russell’s theory of denoting, Wittgenstein’s early picture theory 
of language — later abandoned in favor of a theory of meaning in use — 
Russell’s logical atomism, Quine’s attack on theory of meaning, and 
Davidson’s fallback appeal to Tarski. 

Each of these arguments is ingenious and complex. There is no space 
here to consider them in the detail they deserve. Suffice it to say there 
is general agreement that analytic efforts to devise a formal solution to 
the problem of reference, hence to make good on a representationalist 
approach to knowledge that Kant earlier sketched, have failed. Indeed, 
the fact that the formal analytic approach to reference is widely seen 
to have failed is certainly one of the reasons why Brandom’s informal, 
so-called “inferentialist” approach to reference is currently attracting so 
much attention.” 

Analytic philosophy has many other merits. Yet it misfires as an effort 
to carry forward Kant’s specific concern with a representational solution 
to the problem of knowledge. This failed effort unintentionally confirms 
Kant’s own dissatisfaction with a representational solution to the problem 
of knowledge. 

Like analytic philosophy, both Marxism and pragmatism are concerned 
with knowledge; pragmatism less so than Marxism. The Marxist analysis 
relies on reworking basic distinctions which are still central for Kant and 
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Hegel. For Kant, phenomena are appearances that represent a mind- 
independent external object. Marxism offers a very different variation on 
this Kantian theme by invoking a different conception of the subject who 
knows. Kant is an anti-contextualist, who presupposes that, in making 
claims to know, the subject is not constrained or limited in any way by its 
relation to the surrounding world. But Marxism is contextualist, for 
instance in its reliance on the concept of ideology in claiming that bour- 
geois thinkers are constrained by their relation to modern industrial 
society, which they systematically misrepresent. Marxism believes, for 
reasons that are never adequately articulated, that it alone is able to 
pierce the veil of ideological illusion contained in false, ideologically 
distorted appearances. 

Marxism shares with representationalism the conviction that under the 
right conditions we can and in fact do know the world as it is. It differs 
from standard forms of representationalism in two ways. First, as already 
mentioned, it invokes contextualism. Second, it relies on the infamous 
reflection theory of truth and knowledge. The relation of thought to 
context is both an important insight and a main weakness of the Marxist 
approach to knowledge. It seems obvious that in some situations cogni- 
tive claims are weakened by their relation to the surroundings in which 
they are formulated. Yet Marxist thinkers seem insensitive to the Hegelian 
point that thought is inherently and always contextual, that is, that the 
context not only distorts but also constitutes what we can know. 

The new way of ideas depends on making out a claim for the relation of 
ideas to the mind-independent external world. As concerns the reflection 
theory of truth, Marxism buys into the new way of ideas, hence falls prey 
to all its difficulties, including the inability to show that representations 
represent. The Marxists’ claim that what they call “bourgeois philosophy,” 
though not Marxism, is undermined by its relation to its surroundings 
relies on an implicit appeal to epistemological privilege that is implausible 
and indemonstrable. It cannot be shown that any given set of cognitive 
claims, including Marxist claims, are not just another form of distortion, 
that they in fact correctly depict, or “mirror,” the world. Some Marxists 
distance themselves from the reflection theory, which Lukacs regards as 
an embarrassment. Yet Lukacs has no better solution than to maintain that 
a theory formulated on behalf of working men and women is for that reason 
and that reason alone able to evade illusion; surely a claim that requires 
a better justification. 

In the form of twentieth-century phenomenology invented by Husserl, 
the epistemological impulse is strong. It is weakened, though not entirely 
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absent, in such later thinkers as Heidegger, Sartre, Merleau-Ponty, 
Gadamer, and Sartre. 

Husserl aims to realize through phenomenology the ideal of philosophy 
as rigorous science that he associates primarily with Descartes, Kant, and 
Fichte. Above I have already pointed to the insuperable difficulty under- 
mining his entire project, namely his inability to show that claims formu- 
lated on the transcendental plane apply to or correctly describe what he 
calls the life-world. This is a direct analogue of Kant’s inability to relate 
what he calls representations (or appearances) to things in themselves. If 
the problem of knowledge is understood in a Kantian mode, that is, as an 
explanation about how to know the mind-independent object or, con- 
versely, as knowing the mind-dependent, constructed object, then, since 
through reduction Husserl brackets existence, hence knowledge of what is, 
one must say that Husserlian phenomenology is concerned with a different 
series of issues. 

The epistemological theme is not clarified but only further confused 
by Heidegger. At least officially, Heidegger is not concerned with epi- 
stemology at all. Though his insightful reading of Kant is very important, 
it does not directly contribute to solving the problem of knowledge as 
Kant sees it. Yet Heidegger’s position has many epistemological aspects,'* 
not all of which are clearly stated. He is, for instance, committed to 
different, incompatible views of truth: truth as phenomenological, hence 
apodictic; and truth as hermeneutical, hence interpretive. Among later 
phenomenologists influenced by Husserl, Merleau-Ponty is arguably closest 
to a standard conception of epistemology. Yet since he is closer to Hegel’s 
historical than to Kant’s ahistorical conception of knowledge, whatever 
epistemological progress he makes is arguably due to his interest not in 
Kant but in Hegel. 

I believe that of all the movements important in twentieth-century 
philosophy, pragmatism goes furthest down the road opened by Kant. 
Though Peirce is steeped in Kant, his relation to Hegel is arguably more 
significant for his solution to the problem of knowledge. Peirce’s precise 
relation to Hegel is a mystery. Whatever the truth about it, the theory of 
inquiry that Peirce sketched in the latter part of the nineteenth century 
at the same time as he criticized and rejected Cartesian foundationalism 
is remarkably similar to the theory that Hegel puts forth in the Introduc- 
tion to the Phenomenology of Spirit. Peirce’s idea that knowledge is a 
process of navigating between doubt and belief is similar to, perhaps even 
modeled on, Hegel’s conception of the knowing process as testing a 
series of theories against further experience. Both are variations on the 
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familiar view of knowledge as the result of a process of trial and error. 
Peirce’s view of reality as the result of the cognitive process is a restate- 
ment of Hegel’s expectation that at the end of the day what he calls the 
object for us and the object in itself, roughly the object as it initially 
appears and finally appears in consciousness, come together when theory 
about the object fully corresponds to it. Peirce’s pragmatic restatement 
of a Hegelian approach to knowledge is quickly diluted in James and 
Dewey. James thought little of Kant, and his own efforts at a theory of 
truth can charitably be described as confused. Dewey’s view has epistemo- 
logical consequences, such as the folly of insisting on certainty, but his 
effort is not aimed at solving Kant’s issues. 


Hegel, the Kantian Aftermath, 
and Twentieth-Century Philosophy 


I have been arguing that in different ways the main twentieth-century 
philosophical tendencies grow out of Kant. Yet in philosophy, later is not 
better, for lessons are only absorbed after many years and there is resistance 
to new ideas. We are still in the process of finding out Kant’s position. 
There is continuing controversy about how best to interpret it.’* Yet if 
Kant is the standard, it is unclear that the twentieth century carries 
forward his main lessons. 

It has already been noted that in Kant’s wake most able thinkers 
believed his position was incomplete and needed to be carried beyond 
Kant in order to complete the Copernican revolution in philosophy. If 
this is the standard, then arguably the most important later innovation, 
the biggest step in developing and completing Kant’s contribution, lies 
in the post-Kantian transformation of the Kantian approach to knowledge 
from an ahistorical to a historical conception. The introduction of a 
historical dimension into the problem of knowledge totally transforms it. 
At least normatively, Kant’s transcendental study of the general conditions 
of knowledge points to an a priori conception of knowledge unrelated to 
time and place, hence ahistorical. This changes immediately in Kant’s 
wake. The post- Kantian idealist line of development up to Hegel leads to 
a thoroughly historical conception of knowledge claims indexed to time 
and place, hence to the historical moment. One way to put the point is 
that in building on Fichte and Schelling, Hegel rejects Kantian representa- 
tionalism in favor of Kantian constructivism, which he understands not as 
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an a priori but as an a posteriori construction by finite human beings in 
historical space. 

Since Hegel is not often linked to epistemology and less often to 
philosophy of science, it may be useful to provide an illustration. An 
important statement of this approach occurs in the Introduction to the 
Phenomenology of Spirit. In departing from Kant, Hegel, who depicts 
knowing as a process, suggests that the conditions of knowing cannot be 
separated from the process of knowing. According to Hegel, both our 
cognitive theories and the cognitive object evolve in the process of know- 
ledge. The cognitive process would come to an end if in experience our 
view of the object agreed with the object of the view. Claims to know are 
always dependent on theories which are relative to the historical moment 
in which they are formulated and hold sway, but which may later change. 

Hegel’s position points toward the historical nature of the process of 
knowledge, which is understood through thinking through the problem 
of knowledge in Kant’s wake. He develops Kant’s insight that we con- 
struct the objects we know not a priori, nor ahistorically, but a posteriori, 
in practice, through a historical process, for instance in the formulation 
of scientific theories in the course of studying nature. Hegel’s insight 
into the historicity of the knowing process is largely lacking in twentieth- 
century discussions of knowledge. Peirce, who was arguably closest to 
Hegel, understands that knowledge arises in a process that he never 
identifies as historical. The later Wittgenstein sees that claims to know 
depend on context but never grasps their historical development. I would 
like to suggest that if Kant’s epistemology is our standard, then the most 
important step toward a solution of the problem of knowledge as he 
understands it lies in recapturing the historical dimension of epistemology 
that was the outcome of the nineteenth-century post-Kantian German 
idealist debate on how to carry forward and to complete the critical 
philosophy. 
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